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Prologue

O n the Book

Soup opens a series of novels set in a world I will show 
you the way a good host reveals a house: this room ,rst. warm 
and lit. the rest as trust growsW bhat you hold now is a TeginningW 
khis Tooc ascs something simpler and harder than patienxe with 
xompleAity: pay attention to small thingsW ' Towl-s warmth in a 
prison xellW ' woman who has lost everything. still tending a ,reW

'nxient and ongoing. this world-s xonzixts prexede your xivC
iliEation and will outlast itW Pelestial forxes move through it in 
ways that are rarely spextaxular and almost never announxedW 
batxhers oTserveW Pontrollers intervene. within limits they argue 
aTout and oxxasionally eAxeedW Gssenxe. the animating prinxiple 
Teneath all xreated things. inxluding the gods themselves. does 
not selext so muxh as aOrm: rexogniEing what serves a genuine 
need the way a natural forxe rexogniEes xonditions. and respondC
ing axxordinglyW

'isha is one of those selextions: unaware at the start. suspixious 
Ty the middle. and still dexiding what to do aTout it at the endW
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On the Narrator
Gvery house has a ceeperW In this one. it is meW I am kelel. 

Phief Jrefext of Muardian Nversight. servant of Yehovah and of the 
Pounxil of 'nxientsW I have watxhed humanity long enough to lose 
the haTit of surpriseW Nne hundred and siAty timesW I have stood 
at the edge of disaster and oTservedW Nne hundred and siAty 
timesW Parefully. xompletely. without suOxient power to prevent 
itW borlds unmade themselves through the partixular xomTinaC
tion of human xruelty and xelestial failure that no doxtrine of 
intervention has yet solvedW

Ry servant. Icart. xommissioned the image that axxompanies 
this xhapterW I had asced him to render my selfCportrait. whixh was 
perhaps unwise. sinxe Icart has never understood an assignment 
in the simple manner intendedW khe image he returned showed 
me reaxhing toward Yehovah. ,nger to ,nger. as if xreation had 
paused long enough to notixe its rezextionW Yehovah appears as 
many eApext him to appear: old. white. solemn. wise enough to 
Te oTeyed Tefore he has spocenW Icart refused to eAplain the restW 
I did not asc him toW

I show you the portrait ,rst so you will understand a rule of this 
house: the image is never the thing itselfW Deither. I should add. is 
the wordW qou may trust the axxount I give you. Tut Te wary of how 
you xonxeive anything sourxed from the spirit realmW BememTer 
this as you readW ' human does not merely see an angelW ' human 
rexeives one through the arxhitexture of his own reality: the form 
tacen is the form aTle to reaxh the mind Tefore us. to xorrext it. 
unsettle it. xomfort it. or leave Tehind the marc it would otherwise 
refuseW So not assume you stand outside thisW khe forms you are 
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given are not the whole truthW khey are the door through whixh 
truth has xhosen to reaxh youW

bhen I desxriTe what happens in Rondansc. the mountain 
town where 'isha-s story gathers its forxe. I am not desxriTing 
a loxal xonzixtW I am desxriTing one iteration of something I have 
oTserved axross xiviliEations. xenturies. and worlds whose names 
you have never heardW khe pattern is rexogniEaTle to me as a 
rexurring dream: the spexi,x dread of cnowing what xomes neAt. 
even Tefore the mind has plaxed itself in timeW

bhat is dijerent aTout this iteration. what maces me willing to 
tell it. is this: something has xhanged in the energy life forxes surC
rounding me. the pranaW In the éuality of attention that Gssenxe 
is direxting toward this xorner of the world. toward this woman. 
toward the Towl of soup she maces from Tones and desperation 
in a prison xell that was never designed to hold what she xarriesW 
I have Teen wrong aTout suxh things TeforeW I put this on the 
rexord so it does not amTush me laterW 3ut I have oTserved one 
hundred and siAty iterations of this pattern. and I cnow what 
xertainty feels lice when it arrives. and I cnow what it feels lice 
when something older than xertainty moves Teneath itW

khis is the one hundred and siAtyCninthW It may Te the last time 
the pattern holdsW

I am not another oTserverW I have served long enough to cnow 
the dijerenxe Tetween a pattern repeating and a pattern strainC
ing under its own weightW

On Soup
3efore I tell you what happens in Rondansc. xome into the 

citxhenW It is the warmest room in this house. and the one the 
title is named forW Rondansc is the sort of plaxe where tenderness 
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is mistacen for weacness. where hunger is treated as disxipline. 
and where a pot of soup xan looc too small to matterW khat is why 
the title must Te understood ,rst: not Texause the metaphor is 
oTsxure. Tut Texause it is easily dismissed as éuaint. and it is not 
éuaintW

4oup is love in motionW khis is not sentimentW It is a desxription 
of what love loocs lice when it has Teen stripped of xeremony. 
aTundanxe. safety. and permission. stripped. aTove all. of perC
mission. and left with only a pot. whatever is at hand. and the 
xhoixe to mace something nourishing out of it anywayW I have 
watxhed this xhoixe made in citxhens and in xells. on Tattle,elds. 
in prison yards. and in the antexhamTers of xelestial xounxils. 
and it is always the same xhoixe: whether to treat the availaTle 
ingredients as insuOxient and refuse to Tegin. or to Tegin with 
what there is and disxover what the ,re maces possiTleW

3uTTe understood thisW 4he was a mortal woman: a xooc. a 
warrior. one of the ,nest Pontrollers I ever trained. and the only 
person in a long tenure who had the nerve to wave a wooden 
spoon at me and tell me something I had made needed more 
loveW 4he cnew what Rondansc would teaxh others too late: that 
nourishment is not the opposite of war. Tut one of the ways war 
is answeredW I did not tell her she was xorrextW 4he already cnewW 
4he was always already xertain of the things she was xertain of. 
and she never reéuired my xon,rmation. whixh was one of the 
éualities that made her eAtraordinaryW

'isha will remind you of her. in some xhaptersW Dot Texause 
they are the sameW khey are notW 3ut Texause 'isha has the same 
refusalW In Rondansc. that refusal will matterW 4he xarries the 
same cnowledge that what is in the pot is not the whole of what 
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the pot xan produxe. given suOxient heat and attention and the 
éuiet insistenxe that the people around her deserve Tetter than 
what they have Teen givenW

4oup has stopped xoups. delayed revolutions. and onxe altered 
the outxome of a warW khe full axxount of that last Telongs to a 
later volumeW Rondansc Telongs to that historyW I do not say this 
to mystify youW I say it Texause the ,rst lesson of this world is 
the same as the ,rst lesson of a good citxhen: do not mistace 
simplixity for weacnessW Nnly the xareless mace that error. and in 
Rondansc. xarelessness has always Teen one of the ,rst ingrediC
ents of ruinW

On What This Series Is Building
khere are more rooms in this house than one Tooc xan lightW 

khis is the ,rst of several novels set in the same xelestial geogC
raphyW 'isha-s story in Rondansc and the Tattle Icart survives in 
the 'ndes oxxupy dijerent human theaters of the same warW khe 
Pontrollers and Pelestials who oTserve them move seamlessly 
Tetween Toth worldsW

khe weapons Teing developed against us. yes. against us. for 
I do not pretend to a neutrality I do not possess. are advanxing 
in ways that will reéuire more of the mortals who 5oin our forxes 
than any previous generation was asced to giveW

Gssenxe attends to something Teneath the surfaxe of apparent 
readiness: a éuality in the person. a heat Teneath the pot. a 
partixular stuTTornness in the faxe of xonditions that have no 
reason to produxe anything Tut surrenderW bhen that éuality 
ignites. it is not transferaTle and xannot Te engineeredW qou will 
not agree with every selextion Gssenxe macesW Deither do IW
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RondanscW khe prisonW ' woman in a red dress sitting in a xaf6 
where everyone around her Telieves they already cnow who she 
isW 4he is aTout to xost them the xomfort of that TeliefW

Dot yet a warrior. not yet a revolutionary. not yet what Gssenxe 
has dexided she will Texome: a woman in a Torrowed xity with 
no passport. no money. and a daughter she has never stopped 
searxhing for. macing soup from sxraps in a xell Tuilt to Treac herW

Jay attention to her handsW
khat is where it always TeginsW



One Hundred and Sixty-Nine

I t should have been impossible.

A military encampment now lies in ruins beside the ancient 
stonework of Puka Pukara. The attackers had deged the controls 
of the ,ods themselvesC followin, Ikart throu,h a zelestial portal 
from Telis and drivin, him back into zuSco. :uch trespass does 
not ,o unansweredJ the ,ods keep accountsC and Fehovah keeps 
them lon,est. 

:moke coils into the dimmin, skyC thick black columns risin, 
from far too many places at onceC the way ,rief rises when a 
world ends. 'ires still smolder where the bombardment struckC 
their ,low faint a,ainst the comin, darkJ a hearth even rats and 
cockroaches despise.

The darkest plume rises from the crater where an an,el-s spirx
itxframe fell.

This was no rebel attack. This was an eEecutionJ carried out with 
precision that leaves no room for mercyC no space for accident. 
qach strike calculated. qach detonation measured. The kind of 
violence that reHuires plannin,C approvalC intent.
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I know what stood there before the ,round turned maroon 
and the sky went black. I have walked those streets. Momes 
alive with lau,hterJ adobe walls painted in ochre and turHuoiseC 
doorways hun, with woven teEtiles that moved in the mountain 
wind. Qarkets overNowin, with potatoes and Huinoa and cornC 
vendors callin, prices in Ruechua and :panishC their voices risin, 
and fallin, like music. :moke from cookin, gres driftin, throu,h 
the airC min,lin, with the scent of eucalyptus and the cool of 
nearby waters. qlders ,uardin, sacred ,roundC their weathered 
hands tracin, oDerin,s into the earth. zhildren chasin, chickens 
throu,h narrow streetsC their bare feet slappin, a,ainst stone 
worn smooth by centuries. Tourists wanderin, ancient paths in 
reverent aweC cameras raised to capture what they could never 
truly hold. The rhythms of ordinary lifeJ precious because they are 
ordinaryC sacred because they are small.

Bow the homes are blasted and burnedC walls collapsed inward 
like broken ribs. The smell of burnt Nesh is everywhereJ humanC 
animalC indistin,uishable. Bo amount of prayers or prana can 
wash it away. It clin,s to the throatC settles into the lun,sC bex
comes part of you. Animals cry or wander lostJ llamas with sin,ed 
wool stumblin, throu,h debrisC do,s circlin, the places where 
their owners fell. The eldersC their senses scattered like ashC can 
no lon,er remember where they lived. Bo landmarks remain.

The chapel is rubble. The fountain is dust. The plaSa where chilx
dren played is now a blackened scar. The soft wind is burdened 
with smokeC ashC and stenchC carryin, the despair of those who 
remain. It lin,ers over this place where villa,ers danced durin, 
Inti OaymiC celebratin, harvestsC weddin,sC and saints- days with 
chichaC drumsC and son,.
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The re,ion has been pushed into a new Wanse Qacabre. Lones 
are the only partner left.

;n this mournful dayC Pachamama-s aura hovers amon, an,els 
and restless spiritsC a presence felt rather than seenC a warmth 
a,ainst the coldC ,atherin, the remains of her children. :he moves 
throu,h the ruins searchin,C her ,rief vast and silent.

As she passesC the dead are silent. Mad they known reinforcex
ments were already movin, toward the AltiplanoC drawn by the 
ley lines conver,in, beneath these mountains and by sacred sites 
that have anchored the realms for millenniaC they mi,ht have 
taken comfort. They mi,ht have believed what the livin, always 
believeJ that hubris precedes the fallC that the adversary-s satisx
faction would be shortxlived. Lut I know better.

Yhat I know has be,un to unsettle me in ways I have not felt in 
a very lon, time.

Uisten carefullyC you of carbon and dust. Yhat I tell you matters. 
Bot in theoryC but in ash and sulfur and the bodies of children who 
will never ,row old.

:ome of this may stir your conscience. That is intendedV I have 
arran,ed it soC and I will not apolo,iSe for it. jou may be,in to 
reco,niSe patternsC to ,limpse the spirits behind the veilC to feel 
called to respond.

qven if you see meC you will not reco,niSe me by my appearance. 
I can appear as anythin, you ima,ineC even somethin, amorx
phous. I have served the zouncil of Ancients for lon,er than your 
civiliSations have eEisted.

I have seen this before. ;ne hundred and siEty timesC across as 
many worlds. The pattern never chan,es. ;nly the names. ;nly 
the faces.
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Gntil now.
I was travelin, to Oosocova when everythin, chan,ed. The grst 

communication came from a spirit in PisacJ somethin, had hapx
pened at Puka Pukara. Lut that tale was only part of the story. 
Lefore I tell you what happenedC before I show you the messa,e 
that altered the course of this war and drove me to alert the 
zouncilC you need to understand what that number means.

zycles of creationC complete and entire. That many times we 
stood at the ed,e of the —oid and watched everythin, dissolve 
and reconstitute. The record runs lon,er than our witnessJ one 
hundred and siEtyxei,ht times Fehovah built his worldC watched 
his creation ,row wild and un,overnableC and unmade it. The 
same ,ods. The same zelestials. The same spirits. The same souls. 
All of us returnin,C carryin, what we could not help but carryJ the 
accumulated wei,ht of every version of this war we had already 
fou,ht.

Ye assumed this was the nature of thin,s. That the cycle would 
continue. That Fehovah would always have another attempt waitx
in,C another blank canvasC another chance to build creation withx
out the Naw that made it rebel. Above all elseC that we were safe. 
That whatever dama,e the cycle inNicted on mortals and worlds 
and the fabric of thin,sC we endured. zelestials did not fall to 
mortal weapons. This was not arro,ance. It was simply the record 
of every iteration before this one.

That record has ended.
I was ?ust outside Oosocova when zamille carried the messa,e 

to me.
Priority transmission from zaptain Ikart. qncrypted. Gr,ent.
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I had been thinkin, about UakitaC my menteeC turnin, over 
whether she had truly mastered the empath techniHue I had 
tau,ht herJ the trick of catchin, blackxhole currents and lettin, 
them shear you throu,h time. And I kept wonderin, how she-d 
meet me when I came backJ formal with respectC or with that 
eEasperated aDection of someone who-s sure she-s out,rown her 
teacherC yet hasn-t.

:mall concerns. The kind you allow yourself when the world 
feels stable.

The tone of the transmission told me stability had ended.
I allowed the messa,e into my presence twice. The second timeC 

my win,s were steadier than the grst.
Start of Encrypted Message
zommander —ictoriaC
I am zaptain IkartC currently deployed to investi,ate emer,in, 

threats in the zusco re,ion. :ituation has escalated. Theater of 
operations shifted to the Altiplano.

Yhat followed was an attack unlike anythin, I have encounx
tered in one hundred and siEty cycles of service.

:ummaryJ zelestials are now vulnerable to mortal weaponry.
The strike came from forces demonstratin, advanced tactical 

intelli,ence. They knew my desi,nation. They knew my capabilix
ties. They en,a,ed with intent to neutraliSeC not merely to resist.

Bew  weapon  class  encountered.  I  am  desi,natin,  it  an 
emoxchar,e pendin, o;cial classigcation. The device tar,ets 
psionic and spiritual vulnerabilities directly. It struck me and 
caused temporary incapacitationJ approEimately four minutes of 
complete systems disruption. Oecovery was possible but conx
cernin,. zelestials have never been vulnerable to directed ener,y 
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weapons of any kind. This represents a fundamental shift in the 
strate,ic landscape.

I recovered and retaliatedC forcin, enemy withdrawal. MoweverC 
the technolo,y behind this weapon su,,ests development by 
entities with knowled,e of celestial composition and weakness 
points. ;ri,in unknown. Threat assessmentJ severe.

The enemy withdrew in or,aniSed fashionC su,,estin, coorx
dination and command structure. They will return with regned 
tactics.

Lefore departin, the re,ionC I will submit a comprehensive 
afterxaction report. qnemy forces are mobiliSin,. I have identiged 
several eEploitable weaknesses in their mechanical desi,nC dex
tailed in the full report. MoweverC I assess these vulnerabilities will 
be corrected within days. Yindow of tactical advanta,eJ minimal.

OeHuestJ Wispatch specialiSed response team for immediate 
consultation. Oecommend private briegn, on classiged aspects 
of this incident.

BoteJ I understand zolonel Telel has been assi,ned to Oosocova 
for recruit evaluation. <iven the escalatin, threat environmentC 
recommend priority reassessment of trainin, protocols. Ye are 
preparin, not only for conventional en,a,ement but for conNict 
across multiple planes of eEistence.

I have been ,ranted medical leave. :oul dama,e reHuires rex
covery time. The battles will not ceaseC but I must.

Gntil we restC in Paradise.
=zapt. IkartC 'ield Investi,ator
End of Message
I did not continue to Oosocova that day.
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InsteadC I turned myself around and took my thou,hts toward 
the Altiplano. Toward the ruins. Toward whatever this means.

Ikart calls it soul dama,e. Me is correctC but not in the way he 
thinks. The dama,e is not only his. It is the dama,e that comes 
from understandin, that what you believed was permanent was 
only untested. That the walls you never reinforced held not bex
cause they were stron, but because no one had yet found the 
door.

I need you to understand what troubles me mostC and I will say 
it plainly because subtlety has no place in what is comin,.

qach time Fehovah unmakes creation and be,ins a,ainC we rex
turn. All of us. The zelestialsC the zontrollersC the YatchersC the 
,ods who populate the worlds he builds. Ye come back carryin, 
memory we cannot always name but cannot fully shed either. And 
creation comes back too. Qortals return. ziviliSations return. The 
rebellion a,ainst divine order that alwaysC eventuallyC emer,es. 
It returns as well. And with each cycleC it returns havin, learned 
somethin,. Bot consciously. Bot with memory intact in the way 
ours is. Lut the learnin, is embedded somewhere deeper than 
memory. In the pattern itself. In the accumulated pressure of 
repeatin, the same thin,C over and overC cycle upon cycle.

They built a weapon that hurt Ikart. An emoxchar,e. A device 
en,ineered not to dama,e buildin,s or bodies but to tar,et what 
a zelestial actually isJ the psionic architectureC the spiritual framex
workC the composition that no mortal should even be able to 
perceiveC let alone weaponiSe. They knew his desi,nation. They 
knew his capabilities. ;ne hundred and siEty cycles of serviceC 
and Ikart had never been brou,ht to four minutes of complete 
systems disruption by anythin, created from carbon and dust.
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Mow do they know what we are made of> Yhere does that 
knowled,e come fromC if not from the residue of all those cycles 
of watchin, usC g,htin, usC dyin, at our handsC and returnin, to 
g,ht a,ain>

Mere is what I believeC and I say it without the comfort of certainx
tyJ if Fehovah decides this creation has failed himC he will dissolve 
it and be,in a,ainC as he has decided so many times before. The 
neEt creation will not start from nothin,.

It will start from here. 'rom emoxchar,es. 'rom the knowled,e 
that zelestials can bleed. Yhatever is embedded in the pattern 
will carry forward. And the neEt creation will be stron,erC and 
more preciseC and closer to whatever it is that creationC in its lon, 
patient rebellionC is ultimately reachin, for. 

It has happened beforeC in miniature. The Tower of Label was 
meant to teach carbon that unity without humility is tyranny. 
Fehovah chose to scatter them rather than let them gnish.

Ye may already be inside the cycle where Fehovah does not ,et 
to choose.

:omethin, stirs beyond the —oidC not within itC but beyond itC in 
a place even qssence cannot see clearly. :omethin, neither Nesh 
nor spirit ,athers there. :omethin, that does not ache to be glled 
but hun,ers to consume. It waits like a storm formin, on a horiSon 
no one is watchin,C buildin, pressure in the deep places where 
even the Ancients do not look.

And now mortals have learned to wound us.
:o I am not askin, you to stand with us because it is ,lorious. It 

is not. I am askin, you because the arithmetic has chan,ed and 
we need more hands on the line. The zouncil will invite those 
chosen by qssence to ?oin us. jou will be congrmed by the power 
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of zhauvin materialJ that ancient force for,ed from opposin, 
principlesC order and chaos bound to,ether. jou will be elevated 
to become zontrollersJ ,uardians of all that is made.

Lut understand what you are ,uardin, a,ainstJ the accumulax
tion of all those cycles of learnin,C now weaponiSedC now aimed 
at the assumption that we cannot fall. Peace will never rei,n. The 
Uamb will lie down with the UionC yesC but only because you will 
watch from aboveC commandin, sky and sea and landC holdin, 
that peace in place throu,h vi,ilance and force.

The —oid is ,rowin, a,ain. Bot slowly. Bot blindly. Yith intent.
And we who have stood ,uard for millennia are learnin, that 

weC tooC can fall.
Qy chief investi,ator is wounded in ways no medical report 

will capture. I am standin, in the ruins of a plaSa where children 
danced three days a,o. And somewhere beyond the ed,e of what 
even I can seeC somethin, is watchin, this moment and gndin, it 
instructive.

I would very much like this cycleC the one hundred and siEx
tyxninthC to be diDerent.

Lut I am no lon,er certain we control how it ends.
Yill you stand with us>



The Altar

I need to preface our time here by naming what I believe the 
remedy to be: an unassuming bowl of soup. A remedy provided 

by the gods and abandoned for more conventional weapons of 
warfare. But before I tell you about soup, or what Bubbe knew 
that gods have forgotten, you must understand the world that did 
more than need it. The world demanded it. As I explain this to you, 
I descend toward one of the places dearest to me in this universe: 
the Altar of Rosocova, where generations of angels came to learn 
and where the wisest Celestials still come to consider what the 
universe has made of itself. 

I have made this descent through more versions of Mondansk 
than its people could remember. Today, memory reaches me 
before the ground does. Clothed in light, my wings folded close, I 
pass into the amber cold as it rises to meet me.

Boundless. Devoid of radiance. A sea of absence. As the dark 
mountains rise beneath me, I remember what this world was 
before time found cadence and space learned orientation. There 
was only the Void, a darkness that existed before light could de-
Ene it and before form could contain it. Sven now, I feel something 
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of its loneliness beneath all that has followed. It stirred as though 
drawing a breath too deep to hold, resisting every boundary, 
trembling before release.

Along the edges of that immense emptiness drifted the faintest 
boundary of Sssence, suspended within the Void but never en-
tangled with it. It carried no purpose then, only force, like music 
felt in the bones before the ear perceives it. A rhythm pressed 
against the darkness, nearly indistinguishable from it, trembling 
between dissolution and form. Sssence pulsed at the brink of 
union but would not merge. Resistance without struggle. Nepa-
ration acknowledged, though not yet claimed. Svery longing that 
followed would remember that distance.

Then hope rose before there was anything to hope for. Fo wit-
ness remains, only a trace later remembered as the qirst. A breath 
drawn before lungs existed to receive it. A Guestion formed be-
fore a mouth could give it voice. Before power answered, there 
was only the longing to begin.

A rift.
Nhadows crossed and parted, leaving the faintest disturbance, 

as though stillness itself had been struck and sent trembling 
outward. In that moment of severance, Sssence answered. The 
Void must be Elled. It was an answer born of hope, though not 
every hand would honor it.

Wods erupted.
I have watched the pattern repeat. Fow, in the valley taking 

shape below me, I see what its conseGuences have cost.
In  this  last  cycle,  the one hundred and sixty-ninth,  giants 

emerged: radiant and raw, violent as a pot kicked over. They 
stood beside the gods, compelled by the same imperative to Ell 
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what had been torn open. This was separation given purpose, 
a reaching across the space between Sssence and nonexistence 
toward what had once been whole. Sach god stood within the 
endless darkness. Beside each one loomed a giant, eGual in force 
and not yet an enemy.

But no god sought another. They might have Elled the wound 
together, yet each proclaimed itself the sole Maker of All and 
demanded obedience from everything it brought forth. They mis-
took solitude for sovereignty and warred for dominion over the 
space they had been born to Ell. Through that violence, the pat-
tern emerged: gods would create. Wiants would destroy. Fot by 
nature, but by the roles their conYict carved into being.

This is the world soup was made for. That is the wound, im-
mense and unwitnessed, from which every hunger for comfort, 
belonging, and return Erst arose. But we need not remain at such 
a distance. I am low enough now to see lights scattered through 
the valley, each one holding some small life against the dark. It is 
time to speak of something closer to home.

Uhen power and progress converge, mortals reach for the in-
struments they trust most: tactics, tools, force. I have watched 
them splinter nations with each new attempt to hold them to-
gether. This is especially painful because carbon was not brought 
forth merely to inhabit what the gods created. Mortals were 
meant to make sense of it: to witness, name, remember, and 
give meaning to what power alone could only bring into form. 
Pet when force fails them, they apply more of it, or ozer carefully 
worded pleas to those who proEt from the suzering.

Uhat is needed may be Guieter, but not lesser. A bowl of soup. 
Uarm. Lnassuming. ’assed from one pair of hands to another. It 
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cannot close the Erst rift, but for a moment, it allows the separat-
ed to recogniOe themselves in one another.

“et me tell you about a woman who gave meaning to what 
greater beings had only learned to make.

qew recruits understand the force carried in a grandmoth-
er”s embrace. Hne described Bubbe”s hug as ;the richness of 
slow-cooked chicken fat.J Sven Celestials End that comparison 
dijcult to defend. Another called it ;the gentle murmur of carrots, 
celery, and onions brightened by lemon.J I understood what they 
were reaching for, though neither Guite found it. “akita came 
closest: ;a slow golden bliss, like sunset slipping into a river.J Nhe 
had known those arms before the rest of us understood what 
they could hold.

Ntrange descriptions, but precise. Bubbe was one of the Enest 
cooks and Controllers I ever trained, and among the bravest mor-
tals I have known. ?er kitchen was a sanctuary of living memory: 
dill, thyme, parsley, rosemary, their scents drifting like invitations 
through an old wooden door. “ong after her death, those who 
had eaten there still spoke of her soup as though warmth itself 
had once taken a mortal form.

Hn “akita”s graduation day, she prayed for one more taste. I 
poured her a bowl from a batch Bubbe had preserved during the 
unrest. “akita lifted the spoon, tasted it, and wept. qor a moment, 
she was not a graduate or a Controller. Nhe was a granddaughter 
returned to her grandmother”s kitchen. I never told her the soup 
had once helped stop a coup and might have ended a revolution. 
That history belonged to power. The memory belonged to her.

“akita later learned what Bubbe had always understood: an 
embrace can carry force without becoming violence. It is the 
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closest mortals come to peace without touching heaven. I have 
known angels who would surrender much for one that carried a 
true memory of home. ’erhaps I am among them.

These things are simple, yes, but only the careless mistake 
simplicity for weakness. Bubbe taught me that. Nhe was the only 
mortal who ever dared wag a wooden spoon at me and mutter, 
;Feeds more love.J I did not always understand what she meant. 
’erhaps I envied the way Yesh remembers what spirit forgets: 
hunger, warmth, the comfort of being held. Bubbe understood 
that soup was love in motion. In her hands, it could soothe or 
incapacitate, heal the wounded or undo the ambitions of empires. 
Nhe made tenderness precise. Nhe made it power.

Bubbe was one woman, but the love that answered through 
her has appeared at every scale I have ever watched. Noup has 
strengthened bodies, steadied resolve, and softened conYicts no 
blade could settle. Hnce, it altered the outcome of a war; the 
full account belongs to a later volume. It is not sorcery. It is 
carbon giving purpose to what creation placed within its hands. 
Fo empire. Fo campaign. Hnly one person feeding another and 
refusing to let apathy Enish what hardship began.

Though I was born a Eghter, I have always believed healing is 
the nobler art. I have watched mercy fail, kindness exploited, and 
wounds answered with deeper wounds. Ntill, I hold to it.

In war, hugs are not practical. No I choose soup. I will heal with 
sword and Est when I must. And afterward, soup. ’ower may 
restrain what threatens life, but in a worthy hand, it must also 
nourish what remains.

Doctrine is considerably easier to hold at altitude, and I am 
nearly past altitude now. The mountains have a way of making 
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suzering speciEc. Below me, Mondansk takes shape: a patchwork 
nation stitched together by the Lnited Ntates and China, surviving 
more by necessity than by faith. I have seen this arrangement 
before. A puppet government. A secret police. An enforcement 
arm given a name meant to inspire the particular fear for which 
law ozers no remedy. The Black Brigade.

“ights vanish as patrols pass along the roads. qamilies draw 
curtains before dawn. ’eace here is stretched thin, its seams 
already straining in the way I have learned to recogniOe before the 
tearing begins. Beneath the surface, pressure does not disperse. 
It gathers.

’ower can seiOe land, redraw borders, and enforce silence. But 
it cannot erase the ordinary human insistence on living: raising 
children, sharing food, sleeping without fear. ?old these things 
down for generations and they do not disappear. They gather in 
secret. They pass from hand to hand. “ike roots beneath a forest 
cleared to prove dominion, they wait until the ground can no 
longer contain them. Uhat returns is not what power destroyed, 
but what its cruelty made necessary.

I have descended here many times. Cities vanished. Borders 
shifted. ConYicts outlived the names of those who began them. 
Pet these are not what remain within me. The people do.

Uhen I teach, as it seems I do in nearly everything, I speak often 
of “akita and her grandmother, Bubbe, who lived among these 
hills before anyone thought to give them names. I do not remem-
ber them merely as lessons or histories. I carry them through 
every part of my spirit.

Sven now, Bubbe”s memory draws me toward a place near the 
Altar where she once felt closest to heaven and where something 
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of her still lingers. I have carried many things into Mondansk over 
its long becoming. ’ower. Uarning. <udgment. Uhat it needed 
most, and what I too often failed to bring, was what Bubbe carried 
in a wooden spoon.

And so I carry it now, the ingredient that gives all others pur-
pose, toward the one place in Mondansk that has not forgotten 
why it was raised. The earth beneath Rosocova keeps what history 
tries to bury. I descend through the cooling air toward the Altar, 
hidden among broken stone. Mortals once made sacriEces here 
and asked their creator for peace. The Altar holds the shape of 
their hope. These shattered stones bear what answered them. 
More importantly, the stones remember who stood here, set 
in witness so that what happened in this place would not pass 
unmarked. 

The chamber recogniOes me. It gathers the weight of all it has 
witnessed and draws it close, as though deciding what it will 
permit me to remember. A pewter cup and a chipped bowl rest 
upon the Altar. Hnce, this bowl carried divine broth, its warmth 
Elling the chamber like a dawn neither of the worshippers wished 
to release. The scent and heat are gone now. Ntill, the chamber 
turns the Erst gold of morning toward the bowl, and for a moment 
I remember what nourishment was meant to be. The spirit of this 
place has always guarded the threshold where intention pauses 
before entering the world as conseGuence.

Sssence is coming. Fot to redeem. Fot to =udge. To witness. In 
my experience, nothing unsettles the guilty and the chosen more 
eGually than being seen by the one from whom nothing can be 
concealed.
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Lnderstand this before she arrives: what nourishes can be cor-
rupted by the hand entrusted to serve it. The same warmth that 
frees a prisoner can be measured out to keep a captor comfort-
able. The same broth that nourishes a republic can be ladled by 
its keepers to decide who eats and who starves. I have watched 
powers claim to serve the bound while preserving the hands that 
hold the keys. I have watched the force that keeps a world turning 
become an instrument for grinding part of that world to dust.

This began as cost, not failure. Fothing Ells without displacing 
something else; that conseGuence was written into creation from 
the Erst rift in the Void. But conseGuence is not corruption. Uhat 
followed depended upon the hands entrusted with what had 
been made.

The ladle may choose its bearer, but it cannot choose what the 
hand will serve. ’erhaps it has found its way to you. Can you hear 
me, or are you simply reading the words>

Beyond LOhhorod, a new day brightens the horiOon in a par-
ticular shade of gold I have seen at the fall of empires and the 
beginning of things made holy. I have never learned to tell which 
it promises until the light has fully arrived.

The bowl gleams upon the Altar, waiting to learn what hand will 
reach for it.

In the end, the broth does not choose whom it poisons.
The cook does.



Soon

M y time with my apprentice was fast approaching, yet I lingered, 
not from duty, but from memory. Angels are granted eternity, 

and still I circle back to this place again and again. I only wish the land 
were more forgiving. The stones, as always, remember me with vivid 
candor, and I, fool that I am, give them audience. Their retort shifts 
my attention from fond nostalgia to something sharper. In my silence, 
they insist on admiration, on being the focus of attention. They seem 
determined to recruit me into "rock care." Honestly, I've often been 
tempted to grind the larger stones into pebbles, just to learn whether 
the smaller ones are any less opinionated.

Still, I return to this place, where an altar lies dormant, half-buried 
by earth, storms, and bombs, left asunder. Not for answers, but for 
the silence between them. It is not explanation I seek here, only quiet. 
The impulse to ask why rises, as it always does, but I set it aside. 
That is how angels endure. We work. We obey. And occasionally, we 
are granted time to rest. A recent concession, perhaps meant to keep 
more of us from straying beyond the circle we pretend not to see.

My good friend Salina often says that all an angel needs is peace 
and quiet, the kind the stones themselves refuse to allow me. Salina 
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says it simply, without claim or ceremony, and I accept it without 
hesitation. But what am I without my deeds? Peace and quiet without 
achieving the goal of my creator seems disconcerting.

Jehovah, as you might suspect, keeps a perfect account: a Eaw-
less ledger of deeds and words, unblinking and unwavering. Cssence 
responds diYerently. Not by tally, but by presence itself. Not merely 
decisions or outcomes, nor the sum of predispositions shaped by Eesh 
and circumstance. It attends to the quiet heat beneath a pot, coals 
glowing in silence, simmering meaning the gods, in all their clamor, 
often overlook.

We /elestials like to pretend that sentiment lies beneath us. 0et one 
memory clings to me: Bubbe, ruling her cramped kitchen as if it were 
the axis on which the universe spun. Her voice was prayer, complaint, 
and lullaby, each syllable thick as broth, salted with love.

Her footsteps are gone, but her rhythm lingers in steaming 
bowls and in gestures passed down like a favored seasoning.

From the outside, life here seems unchanged: chimney smoke 
curling, kettles boiling at dawn, prayers rising into the mist like 
steam from a broth that never leaves the Bre. Tut look closer. 
Mhe spirits of Eondansk are never still. qvery act in the physical 
world, whether mending, kneeling, or stirring, becomes a 'uiet 
form of deBance, a thread of resistance woven into the fabric of 
the ordinary. qthereal forms gather around a pot simmering with 
scraps and herbs, never elegant, but always rich with possibility.

Mhe spirits here do not sort themselves for anyone-s conveN
nience. xo ledger holds them. xo taJonomy holds them. just as 
the Aungle returns thicker wherever mortals cut it, spirits abound 
wherever mortals fall: fussing, Bghting, sometimes romancing. 
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Mhe living witness the Brst regrowth. Mhe second Rourishes unN
seen, thick upon the bones.

’ Bgure slips through CosocovaSs 'uiet lanes, halfNshadow, 
halfNstory, all legend. For once, the legends are mostly true. VhilN
dren whisper them with wide eyes, unaware of their accuracy. Ihe 
serves under my command now: a warrior tested in both bone 
and heart.

ziolence forged her strength, but her gentleness, and her inN
stinct for understanding what moves a mind, are Aust as true. ’s 
with all under my care, her thoughts are open to me. Tut consent, 
L still honor. ’ world without it crumbles faster than brynd;a 
sprinkled over potato dumplings. Mhat principle alone brings me 
here today. L am evaluating her e“ectiveness to train others.

Her crimsonNandNemerald duster trails over black leather, its 
folds creased by the mountain wind. Her steps carry no sound, 
only intention. Ln a single breath, she scales the clock tower and 
slips into its shadow. Her eyes gleam, sharp and searching. L have 
seen them in battle, narrowing when mercy wavers.

Mo the shepherd below, she was a blackNwinged phantom. Mo 
the child in the attic, a woman woven of wind. Mo the spirits curled 
in the beams, something older, unnamed, yet familiar.

From her perch, ”akita surveys the village. Her feathers shimN
mer as she takes the eagleSs form. Her breath slows. Her focus 
sharpens. Ihe senses the domovyk in the raftersG L feel it as well, 
curled in the grain of the timber. xear the top of the stair lies a 
recess, once a shrine, now only a hollow where forgotten secrets 
gather dust.

Ihe lingers, as if listening to a memory that never Bnished telling 
itself. ’ crow slices through the silence. Mhe wind shifts, carrying 
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hints of cinnamon bark and old linen, the same scent that once 
clung to her grandmotherSs kitchen. ”akita closes her eyes and 
whispers, WTubbe.D

L have kept that memory for her: TubbeSs hands, cracked and 
steady, smoothing honey into a chipped bowl of milk. Mhe air, 
thick with fennel and beeswaJ, wrapped the room like a spell 
disguised as supper. Tubbe, gray and stooped, asked for little: 
respect, warm bread. Tut her milk and honey meant protection, 
a promise folded into sweetness.

Ln the hush between breath and recognition, the grand bird, 
vast, sunNforged, sovereign of the air, folded its wings not in 
descent, but in something like surrender. ”ight tore through its 
form, each feather Raring with qssence, scattering into color.

Preen streamed Brst: the hue of renewal.
Ced followed, a pulse of will.
Tlue came last, unfurling like memory returning home.
…ithin that cascade, the body bent, reshaped, and remembered 

a form it had once known.
…hen the brilliance faded, ”akita stood before me. Human 

again. Oragon boots gleaming with brilliant teeth, her eyes still 
carrying sky. Her gown clung like mist to Rame, sheer folds ripN
pling with the ghost of Right, her hair trailing wind. L felt the echo 
of wings in the fabricSs sway.

’nd though the air had calmed, every current in creation still 
remembered her passage.

Ihe moved without haste.
Ulaced a heel of rye into a bowl.
Ori;;led honey along the spoonSs edge.
”it a stub of beeswaJ.
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Her eyes darkened with resolve. Her voice rose into a singsong 
learned at TubbeSs knee:

WOomu, tayere, guter shayner:
Tend the boards, sweep the air.
Ln this house, no foot shall falter,
xo grief shall cling to chair or stair!D
Ihe Bnishes with care, blows out the candle with a kiss, and 

turns three times sunwise. TubbeSs way. WIo the little one doesnSt 
get di;;y,D she murmurs, almost smiling.

VhildSs logic. PrandmotherSs spell. ’ thread that once held the 
world in place.

Lnheritances are rarely clean. Iome pass by blood. Iome by 
memory. ’ll pass through trembling hands.

qven those made of honey and warm milk leave marks that do 
not fade.

Iilence settles over the tower. L note it, as L do everything. 
Imoke from the candle rises, swirling into a crosscurrent she has 
not noticed. Her body stills, not in pain, but in something else. 
Uassage. Ypening. ’ shift. ’ hush. Mhen a Rutter: ’n owlSs wings.

Iuch changes always announce themselves in scent: cinnamon, 
sage, salt, smoke. "nless the shapeshifter has learned to mask it, 
as ”akita has mastered, oh so well. Mhe signal stirs when a soul 
brushes against what it once was, or dares to become what it 
might yet be. Lt is time, then, to descend from my vantage and 
meet her at the tower.

Mhe folds of her coat lifted, caught by a gentle bree;e, as if a 
breath were rising from the very stones beneath her feet. ”akita 
slipped between presence and absence, between aetheris and 
watcher. Vontrollers, those like her, often straddle the space beN
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tween carbon and the astral plane, the inNbetweens. L traced her 
arc as she carved through the pale morning sky, silent, certain, a 
bridge between waking and whatever waits beyond the zeil.

’t that moment, VamilleSs voice came as a whisper, 'uiet yet 
insistent. Yne of the angels assigned to me had passed along 
reports of unusual occurrences, the sort that belonged more to 
myth than any earthly ledger. ’nd yet, unbelievably, they had 
found their way into the police blotter. …hat struck me as most 
peculiar was not Aust the content of the reports, but the fact they 
seemed to point directly to my student, though they never named 
her. Mhey spoke only of her disguises.

Mhree mortals had witnessed something, and their accounts 
were no less surreal for it. ’ farmer swore he had seen an owl 
blink at him with human eyes, his voice thick with disbelief as he 
recounted the moment. ’ bakerSs wife dreamt of a feather left 
delicately on her windowsill, as if some unseen hand had placed 
it there for her to Bnd. ’ shepherd, crossing himself twice with 
muttered prayers, claimed to have seen a spirit pass through the 
air, silent, swift, unmistakable.

Mhe most curious report came from a boy, years away from 
earning his detective shield, yet already practicing authority. He 
claimed to have seen a woman cloaked in smoke through a pane 
of glass. His blinking contraption, the kind mortals trust to guard 
their homes, captured nothing but a smear of red and gold. EaN
chines, after all, rarely keep pace with miracles.

Mhis is the nature of ”akitaSs passage: real, but elusive. Ieen, but 
never held. L laughed when a child pointed skyward and cried, 
W”ook, TubbeSs bird?D only to forget why she had said it. Mhe old 
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man beside her simply nodded and Bnished his prayer: Iome 
things look like birds, but they are not. ’men.

Eeanwhile, qssence stirred the air with whispers: ancient, curlN
ing like ivy, alive and insistent. Ey instincts read the pulse of 
her thoughts: white embers, smoldering 'uietly, waiting for the 
breath of something more. xot yet a Rame, but a promise, RickN
ering Aust beneath the surface.

Ihe never shouts. Her presence Blls emptiness the way broth 
Blls a bowl: silent, unnoticed, but inevitable. Kou do not hear her. 
Kou feel her. Iometimes, you taste her: subtle, yes, but undeniN
able, a warmth that seeps into your ribs before your mind can 
even name the Ravor. Ihe settles into the cracks Vhaos leaves 
behind, Blling the void like molten gold poured into the Aagged 
fractures of broken stone.

Her whispers have bent the will of kings and steadied the hearts 
of gods, never loud, but always certain. xever mistaken. …hen 
qssence withdraws, Vhaos prowls, eager to Bll the space she 
leaves behind, ravenous for the void. Iome call her wind. Ythers 
call her will. Tut L have learned not to argue with either. Ihe is 
both and neither: an enigma that moves where the world does 
not understand.

Mhis time, qssence had chosen the young woman before my 
mentee. Her name, ’isha, was spoken by qssence with the Bnality 
of a decision long made, without pause or hesitation. …hatever 
attunement others carried, ’isha did not wear it openly. Lt was 
buried beneath layers, like a seed hidden beneath the earth, 
waiting to be discovered.

…ithout ”akita-s knowledge, L reached out, attempting to speak 
into ’isha-s mind, hoping to o“er 'uiet guidance. Tut the whisper 
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faltered, met with resistance, as if her very soul were a shield. Ey 
words would not take root.

‘Puard your balance, not your pride,‘ L tried again. Heard, but 
not listened to. Ihe would need her own space to bend and grow, 
or break, as the winds of qssence and Vhaos would determine.

”akita looked toward me, though L remained hidden in the 
shadows. ’ soft laugh escaped her lips, like a private Aoke meant 
only for herself. Ihe felt me there, even if she could not see me, 
and she did not seem bothered in the least.

Tefore L could settle into that thought, ’isha-s voice cut through 
the moment like a blade: ‘’nd if the balance errsA‘ Mhe words 
hung in the air, uneJpected and raw. Mhere was something in her 
'uestion beyond deBance: a stubborn hunger, a refusal to accept 
the path without testing its edges Brst.

qssence had chosen her. ’nd qssence does not err. …hat would 
come neJt belonged to ”akita alone.

Ty then, Cosocova had shaken o“ sleep. Eorning stretched, 
golden  and  cool,  across  its  stones.  From  her  tower,  ”akita 
watched ’isha move through the damp streets, her red skirt 
tugged by the bree;e. Heads turned, some admiring, some wary, 
most retreating back into silence.

Her hands told a di“erent story, though no one thought to read 
them: nicked and steady, opening and closing at her sides, as if 
already working something the street could not see.

Mhrough spiritNsight, ”akita brushed the edges of the girlSs inN
tent. Teneath her composure, pride stirred, a thrill at being seen. 
zanity, soft but persistent, warming like sunlight through glass.
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qssence had chosen her, yes. Tut ”akitaSs doubt sharpened. 
Iomething in ’ishaSs stride rang o“Nkey, like a melody missing its 
anchor, as if the whole town were holding its breath, waiting.

’dmiration glinted, sharp as a blade. Tehind it, suspicion coiled: 
'uiet, patient, venomous.

’ man walked beside ’isha, the one who had arranged her 
release. Uolite, composed, aching to be seen.

”akita eJhaled, slow and deliberate. Mhe wind shifted.
qssence gathered in it, not in volume, but in gravity: a word 

forming behind held breath. …hatever she had come to say, she 
held it still, the way heat waits beneath a lid.

L  hovered Aust  beyond the threshold,  embarrassed by my 
thoughts, mildly amused by the memory: Trahma once mocked 
me beneath the Mree of Bnowledge, muttering to jehovah:

WMel is like dusk: too light to hide, too dark for beauty. Ylder than 
instruction, and stinking of that stillness even dogs avoid.D

Mhe kindness of the gods lies in their absence: the gods rarely 
visit, Bckle creatures, often rude. qverything is about them. Mhey 
have learned to let me work. qssence is di“erent. Ihe too comes 
rarely, but when she arrives, it is always 'uiet, and only after 
something has already begun to move.

Humans: erratic, brilliant forms of carbon. "ngrounded, yes, 
but with agendas, reasons for reason. ’nd L envy them.

Mhey get beginnings. Mhey get endings. Mhey even get tombN
stones.

Lf L had one, it would read: TELEL CAME. xot to interfere.
L would be laughing under the ground, watching to see how 

many lines ”akita would cross out in her attempt to prove her 
cleverness.
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High above the s'uare, ”akita watched with narrowed eyes, 
sensing qssence in every breath of wind. Her utterances are 
subtle. xot in sentences, but in currents: a tug at the heart, a 
tightening in the ribs when paths diverge. Moday, that tug rattled 
even ”akitaSs ironclad calm.

Mhe rite is more muscle memory than catechism now, reverN
ent in a way only the oldest habits can be. L donSt watch for 
weakness. qven so, ”akita doesnSt falter. Tut for caution, L nitpick. 
IheSs grown wary of me. Vaution isnSt her natureG she moves like 
certainty in Resh. …hen she measures her words, L listen.

qssence went one way, ”akita, the other. L paused with disbelief. 
Ey feelings pointed toward my investigator. Mhey were  unsubN
stantiated.

Lt started small: a phrase burnished too smoothly, a protecN
tive pattern folded like a secret note into her intent. ’ 'uestion 
shaped in her cadence: dry as ash, barbed with irony, mischievous 
with menace. Lkart leaves Bngerprints, ones you canSt scrub o“. L 
know. LSve tried.

Ey investigator is maddeningly bright: unbearably right most 
days, insu“erable on others. ”oving him would be simple. OisN
liking him, simpler. Tut truth is rarely simple. ”akita loves him 
like a familiar thornG his cynicism shapes doubts sheSd otherwise 
swallow. Ihe calls him WuncleD when deBance needs a disguise. He 
feeds her answersG L o“er silence, 'uestions folded like gifts no 
oneSs sure they want to open. Toth appeal. Toth wound.

Ihe obeys, burns with purpose. Tut lately, when L speak of the 
Vouncil, she listens like a cook tasting halfNBnished broth, debatN
ing whether it needs more time or something harder to name. 
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Ihe chooses what to swallow, what to spit. L note it. Talance, L 
have learned, is rarely built on trust alone.

Ihe hasnSt crossed that edge yet. Tut the wind is shifting. Lf 
her loyalty bends toward Bre instead of form, L wonSt chain her. 
LSll trust that the training holds and that LkartSs whispers havenSt 
smothered what we planted. L mark the moments. Ey craft is not 
interference, but witness: to remember, and, when necessary, to 
hope 'uietly from the margins.

IheSs not lost, but the winds around her new candidate stir. 
”akita studies the potential student, ’isha: the tilt of her head, 
the set of her shoulders, the Ricker in her eyes. MhereSs a spark, 
the kind qssence named long before ”akita learned to 'uestion. 
IheSs seen it in ”akita, too. Uromise, mirrored.

Tut promise is not mastery. ’ spark alone wonSt temper a blade. 
Mhe girl clings to her story, her will, as if it could carry her beyond 
Resh and fear. Iome are born with spiritual agility braided into 
them, lightning threaded through bone. Ythers are remade: Resh 
rewoven with enchanted gold, shaped by a recipe whispered by 
Trahma and Iodo. LSve seen both take shape. xeither comes easy.

Io we wait, watching the pot. Mesting the broth with a cautious 
spoon, letting it simmer, stirring gently to see what the heat 
reveals.

L once had a student named ’my. Koung by your standards, 
maybe twenty, and clever in the way knives are clever: always 
aware of the soft spots. Ihe asked the kind of 'uestions that stuck 
in the air long after the conversation ended.

Yne afternoon, as L shelved a volume unopened since the Fall, 
she stopped me.
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W…hy,D she asked, Wdoes no one ever choose demons to helpA 
’renSt demons Aust angels who, on average, get more doneA qven 
if weSre CangelNBrst,S couldnSt we re'uest help from demons tooA 
Eight get better results. Kou know, challenge the angels of our 
better nature.D

L paused, hand on the cracked leather spine. WKouSre right,D 
L said. W’nd dangerously perceptive.D L didnSt add that jehovah 
would frown at both of us for this conversation.

Lkart, my irrepressible second, Aust laughed. WOemons donSt get 
invited to the party,D he said. WTut they bring the best wine and 
save your soul while youSre passed out. Itill, no one asks for them 
by name. xames are politics. ’llegiance is the game. jehovah 
pointed and labeled, and the rest of us played along. ’ demon 
who saves youA KouSll call him an angel. Helps you sleep better.D

’my s'uinted. WIo... evil is Aust a matter of brandingAD
Lkart shrugged, Bghting a grin. WqvilSs Aust bad press, some days.D
Wxot 'uite,D L said. WMhere are powers far above me, unshakable 

in their certainty about right and wrong. Mhey make the decisions. 
Mhe rest of us... adAust. qven dissenters kneel eventually.D

Lkart added, WIometimes Aust a wrist.D He wiggled his Bngers.
’my looked down at her hands, ReJing them like theySd been 

accused of something.
WLgnore him,D L said.
Ihe looked up at me, eyes wide and searching. L wanted to tell 

her about the demon who wept over a soul dragged from the Uit, 
or about the wings L scorched for a law L never understood. Tut 
some truths come slow. Iome burn too hot.
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Lkart leaned in, still savoring the moment. W’my, truth has anN
gles. EoralitySs Aust a costume others picked out for you. …e do 
the work.D

’mySs brow furrowed. W’re you ever seriousAD
Lkart tilted his head, then smiled like a child whoSd Aust stolen a 

cookie and gotten away with it.
Ihe shook her head and followed me into the deeper shelves. 

Her silence trailed behind her, not like a grand thought, but like a 
frayed ribbon someone forgot to tie. ’my never asked 'uestions 
for power. Ihe asked because she couldnSt settle for an easy 
answer.

Ln that, she reminded me of someone else.
’isha and ”akita share a common trait: impatience. Mhey treat 

control as a virtue, not a temptation. Uatience is my gift, not theirs.
”akita has always stepped forward, plucking the fruit before it 

even knew it was ripe. L warned her not to harvest spirit before 
it ripened. Ihe heard me, but like many who move with urgency, 
she disagreed. Mo her, action is clarityG waiting tastes too much 
like surrender.

Iometimes, she was right. Yther times, she lifted the lid too 
soon and spoiled what the heat might have healed in time.

xow, she watches ’isha, raw, stumbling, yet carrying a thin, 
bright thread.

”akita feels the pull to intervene, to force the unfolding. Tut 
across the wind, another presence settles into the corner of her 
spirit: me. L havenSt come to stop her, not yet. LSve seen what ’isha 
carries.

Ooubt stirs in ”akitaSs chest. qssence has never been wrong, not 
in the long arc LSve learned to read. Her certainty hums like a clear 
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note cutting through a crowded room. Itill, ”akita wonders: can 
’isha loosen her selfNmade walls long enough to hear the deeper 
rhythmA

”akita doesnSt fear qssence. Ihe fears herself: her Audgment, her 
'uick hands. Mhe worldSs opinions carry little weightG itSs her own 
measure that matters most. Ihe inhales, lets the air settle, and 
watches ’isha pass through their ga;e, unbowed. Cesolve begins 
to harden, tempered like steel beneath a smithSs hammer.

Mhen, as the wind shifts, qssence whispers a single word, both 
gift and warning: WIoon.D



The Café

A isha and Alexei stood at the hotel's entrance, the cool morn-
ing air brushing her skin as she tried to shake oz the hafe o. 

the nightw Alexei muttered something about palking through the 
éark to a ca.v, his yoice distant, his attention alreadT elsepherew 
Whe night pould not arrange itsel. into anTthing she understoodw 
Phat had seemed exhilarating in the dark nop .elt hollop in 
daTlightw

Whe morning carried the same unrealitT as the night she had 
jed MunOabw Honths earlier, as Aisha éreéared to leaye in dark-
ness, an older poman had éressed a .olded note into her éalm 
pithout meeting her eTesw "n it pere her daughter's nep name 
and a Hondansk address belonging to someone pho might helé 
herw A.ter the long, dangerous OourneT, Aisha reached the address 
and .ound a Toung man paiting .or herw Ne séoke in a hurried 
phiséerw

Dqot herew Con't come to this house again, and don't ask Sues-
tions in the streetw :ome to a gathering tonightw HT grandmother 
pill be therew ;he can ansper Tour Suestions and tell Tou phere 
to Vnd Tour daughterwD
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Whe OourneT had cost Aisha nearlT eyerTthing she éossessed, 
but she still had hash she could sell at the gathering, enough 
éerhaés to keeé hersel. .ed .or a .ep more daTsw HoneT, hopeyer, 
pas not phT she pentw Whe note pas the onlT thread leading 
to her daughter, and Aisha had learned not to release a thread 
simélT because it led somephere dangerousw Whe grandmother 
pas there, Oust as éromisedI a small poman pith steadT hands 
pho séoke a name, a street, a topn, and made Aisha reéeat 
them back until theT heldw Hinutes later, be.ore the pords had 
Vnished settling into memorT, the éolice closed around her pith 
the hash still in her handw Alexei, a handsome oRcer pho claimed 
to .eel sorrT .or her, arranged .or her release into his custodTw 
Aisha carried the grandmother's pords out o. the station like 
contrabandI the one thing no one had thought to take .rom herw

And nop she pas here, pith nothing le.t to sell, nophere else to 
go, and her .reedom resting in Alexei's handsw ;omephere in this 
countrT, closer nop than she had eyer been, her daughter might 
be paking pithout knoping her mother's namew Aisha pondered 
phether anTone had told the child pho she pasw Phether anTone 
eyer pouldw

;he understood nop hop easilT Alexei had drapn her into his 
porldw "lder and more exéerienced, he had knopn hop to carrT 
her .rom one moment into the next be.ore she could Suestion 
phere theT pere leadingw Ner mind returned to the beginning 
o. the nightI dinner beneath crTstal chandeliers, each course a 
éer.ormanceU the breathless ride through Hondansk's mountain 
roads, too .ast and recklessU then the BEM club, thick pith music, 
exéensiye drinks, phiséered caresses, and a kiss that had seemed 
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to stoé timew ;he had neyer knopn such intensitT, and in the 
darkness, she had mistaken it .or intimacTw

Dqext time, let's go to ?ome,D Alexei had phiséered on the 
paT home, his thumb tracing slop circles oyer her knuckles, his 
yoice ozering a .uture she had panted to belieye inw Whe sense o. 
betraTal did not come all at oncew Et stirred pith the dapn, pith 
the cool air against her bare arms, and pith the ease pith phich 
Alexei's tenderness disaééeared once the night pas oyerw

;he pas no longer sure she panted a .uture pith himw ;he need-
ed timeI enough to gather moneT, éaéers, a paT out, enough to 
reach the address she carried in her memorT and yanish pith her 
daughterw Lntil then, she pould endure him and call it éatiencew

Aisha closed her eTes, and the Belyet ;uite returned pith éain.ul 
claritTw Nours earlier, it had seemed like a re.ugeI chilled cham-
éagne, .ruit and delicate cookies, rose éetals leading to the bedw 
YT morning, bottles, topels, and the scattered remains o. the 
night laT abandonedw Where pas nothing unusual about the dis-
order, Tet it made the room .eel used ué, its éromises reduced 
to debrisw ;unlight had cut across the silk sheets, exéosing phat 
darkness had concealedw Gyen outside, the morning air seemed 
to carrT a trace o. the room's speetness, .aint and un.amiliar, as 
though the night had not .ullT released herw

;he had apakened tired but éleased to Vnd Alexei beside herw 
When he sat at the edge o. the bed, scrolling through his éhone, 
his back rigidw Phen he VnallT looked at her, his smile came 
easilT but carried no parmth, and his gafe trayeled oyer her once, 
unhurried, the paT a man conVrms the condition o. something 
he alreadT counts as hisw Whe intimacT o. the night had yanished, 
leaying a distance betpeen them she could not exélainw
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Aisha reached .or his hand, hoéing to recoyer some trace o. the 
man pho had phiséered about ?omew Alexei did not reséondw Ne 
remained absorbed in his éhone, as though she pere no longer 
éart o. the roomw "nlT hours earlier, eyerT touch had seemed 
charged pith meaningw qop his gafe pas cold, his thoughts al-
readT elsephere, phile disaééointment gathered silentlT inside 
herw

Phen nothing came, Aisha rose, exéosed but unpilling to re-
treatw ;he crossed to phere he sat and searched his .ace .or some 
remnant o. the man pho had held her through the nightw Praé-
éing her arms around his neck, she steééed betpeen his knees 
and drep hersel. closew Nis eTes met hers briejT, then .ell apaTw 
Nis hand moyed to the small o. her back, then loper, cuééing 
her pith a .amiliaritT that should haye .elt intimatew Enstead, the 
gesture pas mechanical, éossession pithout tendernessw

An apkpard silence oéened betpeen them, colder than the 
silk sheetsw Whe night nop seemed less like a romance than a 
transaction disguised as onew ;till, Aisha remained betpeen his 
knees, her arms resting around his neck, unpilling to acceét hop 
coméletelT he had pithdrapn .rom herw Is this really the end? Whe 
thought .elt iméossible, a betraTal o. eyerTthing she had belieyed 
onlT hours be.orew

Phen Alexei VnallT leaned in to kiss her, the gesture came 
too latew Aisha stizened and éulled apaTw ;omething pithin her 
understood be.ore her mind acceéted itI phateyer had existed 
betpeen them during the night pas alreadT gonew ;he bent to 
retrieye her éanties .rom the joor, each small moyement making 
the distance betpeen them more realw
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WheT dressed in silence, eyerT gesture stiz and brittlew qeither 
atteméted to reéair phat had broken betpeen themw Phen Alexei 
le.t the room, Aisha .olloped him into the éale morning light, her 
steés heayT, leaying behind the éromises she had carried into the 
nightw

Whe morning breefe carried the scent o. .resh grass and cozee 
through the shoés and ca.vs oéening .or the daT, but none o. 
it reached Aisha as com.ortw ;he palked beside Alexei .eeling 
strangelT abandoned, though he remained onlT a .ep steés apaTw

WheT continued in silence as ?osocoya apakened around them, 
each steé carrTing them .arther .rom phat theT had sharedw

WheT le.t behind the cobblestone rhTthm o. the main street and 
steééed into the éark, an oéen exéanse broken bT éatches o. 
grass and lop treesw Yuildings hemmed the éark on all sides, their 
ground joors cluttered pith shoé signs, ca.vs, and .aded pindop 
disélaTsw

DWalk to me,D Aisha urged, hurrTing to keeé uéw Yenches and 
signs blurred éastw Migeons scattered in their pakew

DPhat Oust haééenedF PhT are Tou acting like thisF Phat did E 
do prongFD

Alexei said nothingw Enstead, he sloped and reached .or her arm, 
éulling her close, leaning in .or a kissw ;he tpisted .ree, breath 
sharé, and darted topard a narrop éath betpeen tpo éatches o. 
lapnw

qear the edge o. the éayed palkpaT, a man sluméed against a 
brick pall, hal.-shadoped beneath the neon glop o. a shoé signw

Jakita stood still in the hal.-shadop o. the alleT, blending e.-
.ortlesslT pith the chaos o. the streetw ;he had learned the art 
o. remaining unnoticed, her .orm dissolying into the jop o. li.e 
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around herw Ner sharé eTes traced Aisha's eyerT moyement pith 
a detached .ocusw Et pasn't onlT the girl's .ate that held her atten-
tionU it pas the tug o. something .amiliarw

Aisha's heart pas loud pith indecision and a Suiet .earw En her 
Touth, Jakita had porn that same restlessness, that same dread 
o. a prong steéw Yut Jakita had buried those .ears long ago, 
dropned them beneath dutT, beneath being the one pho stood 
in the shadops guiding those pho pould neyer understand the 
true cost o. éoperw

Whe ironT did not escaée herw ;he had once been like Aisha, 
untouched bT the séiritual .orces spirling around her, naiye to 
the yastness o. the porldw qop she had become both éarticiéant 
and obseryer in this dance o. .ate, and the girl be.ore her pas a 
mirror she had no desire to .acew &et something keét her hereI the 
hesitation, the rebellion against .orces beTond comérehensionw 
Whe same rebellion that had once nearlT led Jakita astraTw

Ner thoughts broke oz as her senses sharéenedw A shi.t in the 
air, subtle as the jicker o. a candle jame, drep her attention to 
the beggar at the edge o. the éarkw ;he had éassed him countless 
times be.ore, seen him in dizerent guises across li.etimesw WodaT 
he .elt dizerentw

Ner mind reached out instinctiyelT, a gentle touch against 
the peaye o. his éastw Hemories un.urled like tattered banners 
caught in the pindI a man pho had sacriVced eyerTthing .or 
the liyes o. others, onlT to be .orgottenw Ne had .ought, not .or 
glorT, but .or suryiyal, on a battleVeld phere angels pere as real 
as the men he dragged .rom the rayinew Nis séirit had carried 
those moments SuietlT .or decades, eyerT li.e sayed, eyerT éraTer 
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phiséered oyer the dTing, until the carrTing itsel. became the 
poundw ;orropw ?egretw ;cars no act o. yalor could closew

A slop breath le.t herw ;he had long ago learned to set dopn the 
burdens o. others, to moye beTond the need to interyenew &et this 
man stirred something she thought she had le.t behindw Kuilt, or 
éitTU she could not tellw And no, it pas not about him, not reallTw Et 
pas about Aisha, so distant .rom the yerT .orces that shaéed herw 
:ould Jakita saye herF Kuide herF "r pas the girl alreadT claimed 
bT something .ar greater than either o. them could understandF 
Ner gafe so.tened .or a moment, then hardened againw ;he pould 
not make the same mistake tpicew ;he pould not become the 
mentor pho tried to Vx phat pas beTond reéairw

;till she patched the beggar's deséair gather around him like 
peatherw Nis hands, nop peathered and cracked, had once held 
the éromise o. a .uture shaéed bT the dreams o. his Touthw qop 
theT trembled in the coldw Whe pind pas changingw ;omething 
stirred in him that he could no longer controlw Whe decision sat 
against her ribsw ;he had palked apaT .rom battles, .rom attach-
ments, .rom regrets, but a Suiet Suestion tugged at her heartI 
could she haye sayed him, tooF Pas it eyer too late .or redemé-
tionF

Ner .ocus shi.tedw Aisha steééed through the éark, obliyious to 
phat moyed around herw En a brie., unséoken .rustration, Jakita 
blep a .eather topard herI light, almost absurd, undeniable in its 
iméactw Nop could the girl not .eel itF Nop could she not sense 
the séirits, the currents shi.ting like shadops, threatening to éull 
her underF

Whe .eather danced on the pind, its éath deliberate and sharéw 
=or a .raction o. a second, Aisha's mind seemed to oéen, Oust 
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enough, and onlT .or a momentw ;he blinked, then continued 
palking as i. she had neyer been brushed bT a séiritual handw 
Jakita's Oap setw qo one could make her see a truth she re.used 
to acknopledgew

Yut the beggar's séirit pas shi.ting, his .ate beginning to bend, 
and Jakita knep she could not palk apaTw ;he could not let the 
porld slié bT unnoticedw Ner séirit extended once more, tracing 
the lines o. destinT through the air, touching the liyes o. those 
pho éassed unaparew Et pas not onlT about Aisha, though she pas 
the chosen onew Et pas about eyerTthingI all the threads peaying 
together, coming undonew

A rusted tin cué trembled in his hands, the single coin inside 
making a so.t, hollop clinkw Around him, séirits gathered unseen, 
not out o. éitT, but in reséect .or one pho had anspered the 
éraTers o. the .orgotten and, since Touth, had éraTed .or others 
be.ore himsel.w

=rom mT yantage éoint, E patched Jakita gather, the paT a 
raétor gathers be.ore the droéw Across the sSuare her éresence 
pas still, but her séirit extendedI subtle, .ocusedw ;he lingered on 
the pind, peighing her next moyew

;he had doubts, not about the task, but about Aisha's readi-
nessw ;he Suestioned phether the girl could trulT pield the éoper 
that came pith this callingw &et her apareness moyed through 
the currents as i. theT pere her opn, tracing éaths no mortal eTe 
could .ollopw Phateyer hesitation she had once opned had long 
since burned apaTw

Aisha and her coméanion éassed the beggar pithout a pordw 
qo glancew qo recognitionw
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Ner .ate pas set, chosen bT Gssencew :hosen is not the same as 
readTw

An erratic high pind came out o. nophere, and great .orces 
stirred around themw Jakita, .eeling the shi.t, did not .alterw ;he 
patched, as she had patched manT times be.orew

Yut something inside the beggar crackedw
&ears o. .rustrationw
Lntold inOusticesw
A li.etime o. being unseenw
Et surged to the sur.ace, demanding releasew
Nis shoulders stizenedw Nis Oap tightenedw Yreath steamed in 

the cool airw Ne had no élan, onlT the éressure claping to escaéew 
When, pith the suddenness o. a snaééed branch, instinct took 
oyerw

Whe tin cué sliééed .rom his grasé, rattling across the éayementw 
Nis hand, .ast and érecise deséite the grime, closed around a 
Oagged shard o. bottle glass be.ore reason could interyenew

Ne lungedw
GyerTthing slopedw
Aisha didn't see himw
Yut something didw
Across the sSuare, Jakita stood still, Tet her séirit moyedw ;he 

phiséered Gssence's true name under her breath, once, onlT 
once, and the séirits o. the air obeTedw

Whe beggar .rofe mid-strike, arms locked in élace, griééed bT 
unseen handsw Nis yision blurredw Nis breath came sharé and 
Suick, con.used bT the betraTal o. his opn bodTw A .orce, light Tet 
unbreakable, settled on his shouldersw And then, as i. paking .rom 
a .eyer dream, he stoééed resistingw
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Aisha palked on, neyer knoping hop close she had come to 
dTingw Ner séirit remained closed, dea. to the deeéer currents 
spirling around herw

Jater, the beggar pould spear a cat had stoééed him pith a 
groplw A man patching .rom a second-storT pindop insisted a 
branch had snaééed aboye them, but there pas no treew

Ask the wind, and it would tell a di.erent story entirely�
Whe pithered old man stared at the cué, trembling, not .rom 

cold, but .rom the echo o. something he could not namew >ust sec-
onds earlier, his cué had been emétTw Whe breefe had oyerturned 
itw

qop it oyerjoped pith coinsw
Ne gathered himsel. and OoT.ullT shu?ed dopn the street, 

searching .or a drinkw
A man smoking bT the bakerT door claimed he sap the beggar 

yanish be.ore reaching the corner, blinked out in an instantw A 
.rightened girl on a bicTcle remembered a cat crossing the street, 
then .orgot phat had startled her in the Vrst élacew An alleT crop 
droééed a .eather, black, pith a single red tiéw

;ome things onlT looked like birdsw
Aisha did not look backw Nad she done so, she might haye seen 

Jakitaw
Whe pind, biting and sharé Oust moments be.ore, nop calmedw 

Whe change in peather hadn't altered the morning itsel., onlT the 
eTes that pitnessed itw

YT the time theT reached the ?osocoya Enn @ :a.v, the cold had 
burroped deeé into Aisha's bonesw ;he steééed inside, shaking 
oz the chill as parm, com.orting smells o. strong cozee, speet 
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cassia cinnamon .rom southern :hina, and oyen-parm rTe bread 
rose to meet her, Vlling hollop élaces she'd nearlT .orgottenw

Whe room .ell silentw
:hairs stoééed scraéingw
:ués éaused mid-airw
A laugh .rofe hal.paT throughw
A moment held its breathw
WheT all knep herw
"r thought theT didw
Wo them, she pas the girl pho'd stolen .rom a pealthT .amilT, 

the one rumored to be a pitch, a thie., a temétressw qo one eyer 
asked hop she'd come to be alone in Hondansk, cut oz .rom 
her home in MunOabw "r hop, as a teenager porking as a nannT, 
she'd caught the eTe o. the pealthT man's son, pho took phat he 
panted and le.t her éregnantw

qo one knep hop the .amilT hushed it all uéI hop her babT 
yanished the night she pas bornw

qo one knep hop Aisha .ought to Vnd her daughterw "r hop 
she pas arrested .or breaking into the estate phere she belieyed 
her child pas hiddenw

Whose stories neyer made their paT into éolite conyersationw
"nlT the labels didw
And nop she moyed through Hondansk shadoped bT rumors, 

reliant on Alexei, pho had rescued her .rom érison but keét her 
éasséort locked apaTU pho phiséered éromises and éressed so.t 
kisses to her teméle eyen as he tethered her li.e to hisw

Ner séirit knep there pas a éricew
Pith  her  coméanion  behind  her,  holding  the  door,  Aisha 

steééed into the ca.v, not as the poman she trulT pas, but as the 
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storT theT ére.erredI a dangerous girl in a red dress, alreadT guiltT 
in their eTesw

Across the room, Yohdan Aufnetsoy straightened, a broad 
smile séreading across his .acew Nis black cotton aéron, his name 
stitched in Tellop thread, pas séotless, readT .or the morning 
rushw Yohdan co-opned the ca.v pith his sister, Anechka, pho pas 
also his mother, a truth care.ullT hidden .rom the pell-connected 
topnw

&ears  ago,  phen  Anechka  pas  onlT  .ourteen,  CoyTdas 
Aufnetsoy, Yohdan's .ather, sent her apaT pith his pi.e to the 
Yaltics to conceal the éregnancTw ;he returned months later pith 
a rehearsed storT and a nepborn éresented as CoyTdas's adoét-
ed son and her Tounger brotherw

qop Yohdan ran the .amilT's entertainment business pith e.-
.ortless charm and a shrepdness no one dared Suestionw

DKood morning, Man Alexei,D Yohdan said parmlTw DAnd pho is 
this stunning Toung ladT at Tour sideFD

Alexei barelT looked at himw DAishawD
Aisha .elt Yohdan's lingering gafew Nis smile pidened, reyealing 

éer.ect phite teethw
D;uch a beauti.ul name,D he said, the pords rolling gentlT oz his 

tonguew
Aisha ignored him, letting her Vngers dri.t oyer the intricate 

pood caryings along the pallw
DWhese remind me o. mT uncle's house in MunOab,D she mur-

muredw DNe had something like this bT his doorwD
MunOabw Whe pord moyed through her like a currentw Ner uncle's 

housew Ner .ather's yoicew And somephere in that same geogra-
éhT, a grandchild pho had neyer heard eitherw ;he éressed her 
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Vngers against the carying and let the thought éassw Where pas 
nothing she could do about it standing herew

Yohdan's smile deeéenedw DE carye them mTsel.w ;cenes .rom 
Endia inséire mew &ou're pelcome to yisit mT ériyate collection 
sometime, i. Tou'd likewD

Aisha met his gafe, then looked apaT, her Vngers Vdgeting oyer 
the caryingw A tear cameU she piéed it apaT be.ore anTone could 
seew Where pas something in Yohdan's eTes she had not exéectedI 
a parmth that .elt genuine, an attentiyeness that did not imme-
diatelT ask .or something in returnw ;he recoiled phen she .elt it 
éull at herI not desire exactlT, but longing .or someone to see her, 
to stand betpeen her and the cold, to make the distance she had 
trayeled .eel like it had led somephere sa.ew

And beneath the parmth, something Suieterw A .eeling pithout 
a nameI not .ear exactlT, not reason, not anTthing she could haye 
exélained i. someone had askedw >ust a subtle prongness, the paT 
a room can smell .aintlT o. something burned long a.ter the Vre 
is outw ;he did not understand itw ;he did not trust itw ;he looked 
apaTw

Ye.ore she could reséond, Alexei éulled her closew Nis grié 
around her paist pas light but Vrmw

DMerhaés another timewD
Aisha leaned into him instinctiyelTw
Yohdan held her gafe a moment longerw D". coursewD Ne turned 

to Alexeiw DWhe usualFD
Alexei noddedw
DMastries, cozee, and orange OuiceFD Yohdan askedw
Alexei gaye a dismissiye payew DAnd sTrnikiwD
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;Trnikiw At that pord, Yohdan's eTes jicked topard himw Whe 
shi.t pas small, too small .or most to notice, but Aisha caught itw 
qot break.astw A signalw

En ?osocoya, nearlT eyerTthing meant something elsew
;Trniki pasn't Oust a éastrTw Et pas a éasspordw
Aisha didn't knop its meaningw ;he didn't haye tow ;he .elt it in 

her bonesI the air tightening, the silence stretchingw
Whe code meant Anechka pould meet Alexei later that eyening, 

and betpeen them, later alpaTs meant something porth paiting 
.orw WheT pere not simélT loyersw WheT pere the onlT tpo éeoéle 
in ?osocoya pho did not haye to éretend to be something else 
phen the door closedw



She Will Return

E arly sunlight pooled across the café's tiled Aoor as xlewei and 
xisha .aited in silencem Each ti,e the door s.ung openb a 

Gurst of cold air slipped insidem juests Sostled pastb nudging the, 
closer in a .ay that felt forcedb too inti,atem x sheen of s.eat 
gathered on xisha's foreheadb the .ar,th doing nothing to ease 
the tightness coiling in her chestm vhe saTored each Greath of cold 
air drifting in fro, the streetm

:henb fro, do.nstairsb shouting eruptedO ,ale Toicesb loud and 
slurredb Gleeding sharply into the café's gentle hu,m

kn the s,all stage tucMed into the café's rearb t.o ,en in 
fatigues faced o-b riAes slung lo. across their GacMsm :heir Toices 
carried across the roo,b heated and Gluntm zore clash than conH
Tersationm

xisha sti-enedb Greath catching as she angled for a Getter looMm 
vo,ething Aared do.n her spineb a dread she felt as heatb leaTing 
a taut ache in its .aMem

x young ,an .ith shoulderHlength curls glanced upb his gaPe 
locMing .ith hers for a ,o,ent too longm "e liMed .hat he sa.O 
leanb .atchfulb disar,ingly attractiTem "e caught the shift in her 
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postureb a,use,ent AicMering in his eyesm "e handed o- his 
riAe and threaded through the taGlesb ,oTing .ith unsettling 
precisionm Leople shifted instinctiTelyb sensing hi, Gefore seeing 
hi,m

"e stopped a Greath too closeb his Gody heat Grushing her sMinm 
v.eat Geaded at his Gro.b Gut his Greathing stayed steadym

"e lifted xisha's hand and Missed itb light and lingeringb his gaPe 
neTer leaTing hersm

W?isitsynbW he said s,oothlyb o-ering his na,em WNere you lisH
tening to our little deGateBW

xisha said nothingm x AicMer crossed her faceb curiosity or cauH
tionb as though she hoTered Get.een laughter and retreating 
Gehind the .alls she'd Guilt to surTiTem

?isitsyn's s,irM .idenedm WDoB :hen forgiTe usm zy co,rade 
Gla,es a drunMen foreigner for stealing his .ifebW he said lightlym 
W;ut LasternaM understoodO .ar displaces peoplem :urns .iTes 
into ewilesb poets into ghostsb eTen .orMing girls into shado.sm 
Von't you agreeBW

"e froPe theatricallyb  eyeGro. raisedb Gefore a tsuna,i of 
laughter crashed across the taGlem

xlewei leaned GacM Geside xishab one ar, draped oTer his chairm 
"is s,irM .asn't approTalY it .as possessionm :he Mind that turns 
a,use,ent into per,issionm

:hen another Cgure approachedO Iladi,irb GroadHshoulderedb 
sharpHeyedm :he roo, see,ed to tighten around hi,m

WFou put lips on her handb ?isitsynBW he snarledm WUhristb you're 
a foolmW

?isitsyn only laughedm Wvhe's elegantm Nhy .ouldn't qBW
Wvhe doesn't Gelong herebW Iladi,ir ,utteredm
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xisha ,et his gaPeb cal, and unapologeticm "er chin lifted slightH
lym

WFou sound afraidmW
Iladi,ir's lip curledb stung Gy a .o,an .ho dared respondm 

WLeople liMe you don't last longmW
xlewei chucMled oncem
xll sound in the café died al,ost instantlym
Jro, the candle sitting atop the coTered pianob ?aMita .atchedm 

Rnseenm Rnfeltm
qnTisiGleb yet far fro, aGsentm
xs far as unseen Uontrollers gob she played the silent oGserTer 

.ellb al,ost as .ell as ,em "er reach stretched far Geyond sightm 
vhe read the t.itch Gehind xlewei's cal,m vhe caught the rot 
Graided into his char,m vhe heard the air TiGrating .ith the faint 
static that precedes a stor,m

vo,ething in the spirit stirredm
Essence had chosen xishab though ?aMita douGted the choicem 

vhe had neTer trusted Glind selectionm :here .as al.ays ,ore 
Geneath the surfacem xl.ays a costm

;eneath the strength .as so,ething olderb a .eight ?aMita 
could not i,,ediately classify and therefore did not trustm xnothH
er reasonb she thoughtb to …uestion the selectionm

xishab for all her strengthb still GelieTed surTiTal .as a ,atter of 
.illO cleTernessb e-ortb deter,inationm Uhar,ingb in its .ayb Gut 
,isguidedm ?aMita sa. this clearly in the girlb though not in herselfm

:hat .as a ,istaMeb and a dangerous oneO ?aMita underesti,atH
ed Essencem

vurTiTal does not care ho. hard you trym qt neTer hasm kften it is 
lucMb fateb fortunem x Aeeting spirit at .orMm vo,eti,es naughtym 
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vo,eti,es deTiousm Rsually an ignorant ,iscreant later ,istaMen 
for an angelm q,agine thatm

?aMita had .atched long enough to Mno. the girl .ould need 
pain to learn the truthm

:he Geggar had Geen a testm vhe'd interfered thenb Sust a nudgem 
x s,all disruptionm

;ut this .as so,ething elsem
vhe leaned for.ardm
Dot an interTentionm
Dot yetm
Kust a pushm
?aMita's thoughts thread out.ardb slipping into xlewei's ,ind 

liMe s,oMem
vhe is already dangerously close to repri,andm Uontrollers 

are re…uired to allo. free .illb eTen .hen ,ortals .eaponiPe it 
against the,selTesm

vhe does not speaMm
vhe does not co,,andm
vhe listensb closeb too closem
You crave her. She makes you feel powerful. They admire you more 

when she's on your arm.
:hese are xlewei's thoughtsb rising in se…uencem ?aMita follo.s 

the, liMe footsteps do.n a darM corridorm
But she doesn't want you. The rejection burns. You need to make 

her want you. And if you can't, no one else will.
vhe does not inTent his hungerY she only Grightens itb lets it Gurn 

.here it already s,oldersm
xs ?aMita shifts her attentionb so,ething in xlewei tightensm "is 

pupils narro.m "is s,ile hardensb then tiltsm
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"is gaPe slides to.ard the cornerm
Dot in confusionm
qn recognitionm
?aMita goes stillm
"e sees herm
Dot fullym Dot Gy na,em ;ut so,ething .ithin hi,b so,ething 

.atching fro, the insideb Mno.sm
"er Greath slo.sm
:his one is not Sust a Tesselm
vo,ething deeper rides .ithin hi,m
kr perhapsb Geside hi,m
"is co,panions' laughter continues until xlewei cuts it short 

.ith a single looMm
WNe'll  discuss  eTerything  .hen  zedTed  arriTesbW  he  says 

s,oothlym W!ight no.b q .ant to Ge alone .ith xishamW
Iladi,ir's gaPe lingers on her too longm x slo.b deliGerate cra.l 

,eant to proToMem
Wvureb xleweim vpend ti,e .ith your> friendmW
xisha says nothingm vhe doesn't Ainchm
;ut insideb so,ething sharp Gegins to taMe shapem
xisha clenches her teeth as his gaPe presses into herm vhe 

doesn't speaMb Gut her eyes sharpenb accusing and coldm
WFou don't loTe anyonebW she ,ur,ursb her Toice …uietb Gut 

edged enough to cut through the airm :he .ords aren't ai,ed at 
hi, alonem zore a confessionb a curseb so,ething she needs to 
speaM aloud to the spirits that ,ight Ge listeningm WFou only liMe 
Mno.ing no one else can haTe the,mW

"er gaPe AicMs to hisb cold and unforgiTingm ;ut Geneath the 
hardness so,ething surfacesO an old hurtb Guried deepb too ra. 
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for xlewei to seem Lerhaps he senses the pain he reignited this 
,orningm "ersm :he Getrayal she has Geen hiding fro, too longb 
not ready to na,eb Gut therem

xlewei's s,irM Garely shiftsb the corners of his ,outh t.itching 
.ith so,ething liMe a,use,entm Nithout a .ordb he reaches toH
.ard herb his Cngers Grushing her cheeM as he tucMs a loose strand 
of hair Gehind her earm :he touch lingersb al,ost tenderb Gut 
deliGerateO a silent clai,b an unspoMen re,inder of his controlm

x single drop slips do.n her cheeMb tracing the grief she refuses 
to acMno.ledgem vhe doesn't Ainchm "er ewpression hardensb as if 
the tear itself .ere an ene,y to con…uerm

vhe pulls GacMb a laugh escaping herb dry and e,pty of hu,orb 
Gecause a real laugh .ould taMe energy she no longer has to giTem

Wqs that .hat you call thisBW
xlewei rises for a ,o,entb signals for co-ee .ith a laPy AicM of 

his handb then slides GacM into his seatm x slenderb GlacMHhaired 
serTer .ith i,peccaGle designer nails appears pro,ptlyb sets the 
cup Gefore hi, .ith practiced e?ciencyb and Tanishes into the 
GacMgroundb al,ost unnoticedm

xisha catches his eyes trailing the serTer as she .alMs a.aym
xs his associates drift into their o.n conTersationsb xlewei Meeps 

his eyes on xishab .atching her in silencem "e sets his cup aside 
slo.lyb his ,oTe,ents al,ost ritualisticm Nhen he speaMsb his 
Toice is lo.b ,easuredb tinged .ith a thin Teil of irritationm

W"o. long are you going to stay angryB Fou Mno. .e're good 
togethermW

"e reaches for her handb not to co,fortb Gut to ewa,ine her 
.illingnessm "is grip is Cr,m x clai,m
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Wxishab q .ant to Meep you safem Jar fro, those .ho .ould 
destroy your fa,ilym vtay .ith ,emW

vhe laughs againb Grittleb ,ore of a suGdued cacMleb as if the 
sound could GreaM if she pushed it too farm

xlewei's Sa. tightensb a shado. crossing his facem "e chooses his 
.ordsb s,ooth and patientb Gut .ith a cold edgem

Wqt's neTer that si,plemW
WFou haTe the,mW "er Toice dropsb lo. and deadlym WFou are the 

goTern,entb xleweim Von't sit there and tell ,e it's co,plicatedmW
"e leans GacMb unshaMenb his posture casual Gut co,,andingm 

:he softness of his .ords is a .eaponm WFou're upsetm xnd .hen 
you're upsetb you t.ist thingsm Fou i,agine ene,ies againm zayGe 
it's the stressb or the drugsm q neTer pro,ised this .ould Ge easym 
q only .ant to ,aMe you happymW

x Gitter s,ile cracMs across her facem W"appinessm qs that .hat 
you call itB @eeping ,e locMed in a fancy roo,BW

W"appinessBW "e tilts his head slightlyb his gaPe sharpeningb 
al,ost a,usedm Wqt's clear you don't GelieTe in that any,orem 
Lerhaps safe and aliTe are all q can o-ermW

"e s…ueePes her hand onceb Cr,b then releases it slo.lyb as if 
letting go .ere a faTorb an act of restraint on his partm

xisha glares at hi,b her gaPe cutting through the air as he caH
resses her handm Wqs this a threatB xre you threatening ,y fa,ilyBW

"e shaMes his head slo.lyb his ewpression unreadaGle to those 
not attuned to the spiritual real,b dis,issing her .ords as GeH
neath hi,m q detect a shift in hi,b as though so,ething .ithin is 
Geing held in checMm

x tense silence stretches Get.een the,m
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W;ut>W xlewei pausesb his Toice …uieter no.b steadier than she 
ewpectsm WVo you eTen Mno. .hat you .antBW

;ehind the ans.er she o-ers is the one she MeepsO a daughter 
she has neTer seenb .aMing so,e.here to a stranger's na,em 

W:hey're .aiting for ,e to co,e ho,ebW she saysb though the 
.ords falter in her heartm vhe is trying to conTince herselfm x tear 
gathersY she Grushes it a.ayb her Toice softeningm Wzy GauSi loTes 
,em zy father loTes ,emW

xisha longs for the co,fort of ho,eb for the loTe of her fa,ilym 
;ut deep do.n she Mno.s that eTen if she .ere freeb it .ould 
neTer Ge the sa,em

Jire stirs in her chestb hot and suddenb her nostrils Aaringb 
her eyes narro.ing .ith a Grutal claritym :he .orldb harsh and 
unyieldingb presses in on herm ;eneath the deCanceb so,ething 
tre,GlesO disGeliefb and the thin edge of GreaMingm

xisha stares into xlewei's eyesb liMe she is looMing do.n the 
Garrel of a shotgunm WFou Mno. .ho ,y father isbW she saysb lo.b 
the .ords carrying across the silence Get.een the,m

WFour fa,ily forgot youmW Do hesitationb each .ord deliGeratem 
Wxrrested for theftb re,e,GerB qf they truly caredb they .ould 
haTe co,e for youmW

"er ewpression does not changeb eTen as his .ords conCr, 
.hat she already Mne.m

"e leans GacMb his gaPe steadym Wvtayb and the .orst .on't touch 
youm q'll ,aMe sure of itmW

Wq don't GelieTe youbW she saysb …uiet and resoluteb a deCance 
,asMing the douGt she can't shaMem
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"er hand tre,Gles as she .ipes the tear a.ayb Gut then anger 
surges through herb sudden and Tiolentm vhe sla,s her pal, 
against the taGleb the cracM of i,pact splitting the silencem

Eyes fro, a nearGy taGle shift to.ard herm x single glance fro, 
xlewei sends the, a.ay againb as though the tension has Geco,e 
unGearaGlem

qn the drinMing glass Geside xishab a reAectionO a Aash of dragH
onHleather Gootsm x AicMer of ,oTe,entm

?aMitam Natchingb al.aysm
WFou thinM this is loTeB Fou thinM q', happy hereb o.nedb conH

trolledb conCnedBW
"er gaPe lifts to the .indo.b not seeing itb Gut sensing so,eH

thing Geyond itm x .eightm x presencem
xlewei sets his cup do.n .ith deliGerate carem Wvuch dra,abW 

he ,ur,ursb his eyes narro.ing .ith practiced a,use,entb as 
though her feelings entertain hi, ,ore than they threaten hi,m 
WFou get liMe this .hen you're GoredmW

"e studies her a ,o,entb his gaPe calculatingb as if ,easuring 
her eTery reactionm W?eaTe us and .ait for ,em q haTe a ,eetingb 
then the gy,m Ulear your headm jet a facialb a ,assagem q'll ,eet 
you at the spamW

x,id the clatter of cutleryb the ,ur,ur of porcelainb and the 
faint stirrings of s,all Getrayalsb so,ething listens to the darMH
ness of the ,an's thoughtsm

Dot ?aMitam vo,ething Geneath herb and Geneath hi,O a .hisper 
a,ong unsaToryb ,alignant creatures of the darMm xncientm Rglyb 
profound laughterm

My mentee is not happy.
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x thought Gegins to for, at the edge of xlewei's ,indb fa,iliar 
and unspoMenm Entirely his o.nb or so he GelieTesm

?aMita Greathes life into itb shapes itb grounds itm
:his ,o,ent Gelongs to herm x testm x turning pointm
"e GlinMsm kncem xgainm
She belongs in the prison.
:he laughter of the darM things gro.s louderb ,ore hystericalm
Ularity settles in hi, liMe a Greath Cnally ewhaledm
UonTiction hardensm
"is Cngers tap once against the porcelainb the sound deliGeratem
"is gaPe neTer .aTers fro, xisham
She will return. She will break.
Nith a sharp ,oTe,entb xisha stoodm vhe snatched a syrniMi o- 

the tray and ,arched to.ard the staircase .ithout a .ordm
vhe carried it out clenched in her Cstb the little pastry that .as 

neTer a pastryb the .ord xlewei had spoMen to ;ohdan ,ade 
ediGlem vhe did not Mno. she .as carrying his ,essage out the 
doorm q didm qt is the sort of thing q a, left to notice alonem

xs she disappearedb a Gurly ,an na,ed zedTed enteredb grinH
ning as he approached the taGlem Wxnother happy custo,erbW he 
s,irMedm

Iladi,ir and ?isitsyn chucMledm !isingb they gaTe polite nods as 
zedTed tooM the seat xisha had Sust Tacatedm

x  young  .aitress  approachedb  GrightHeyedb  prettyb  a  red 
na,etag pinned to her chestm vhe carried an enTelope and a cigarm 
xlewei's eyes dippedb slo.lyb Gefore returning to her gaPem

W;ellab is itBW
Uolor rose in her cheeMs under his attentionb her ,outh softenH

ingm WFesb sirmW
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W:hanM you for Gringing this to ,em q .on't need the, no.mW
"e opened his .allet and slipped a folded Gill into her Glouse 

pocMetb Cngers graPing faGric .ith deliGerate slo.nessm
W:hanM youbW he addedb Toice lo.m "is gaPe lingered a second 

longer than necessary on the red GuttonO seTenteenb scra.led in 
Uyrillic liMe a designationb not a na,em

:he girl ,anaged a Gright s,ileb too …uicMb too practicedb and 
turned a.aym xnechMa's ideab no douGtO personal deliTeries ,eant 
personal TulneraGilitym ;etter tipsm Norse conse…uencesm

xlewei turned to V,itrim W:ell ;ohdanO nu,Ger seTenteenm zy 
roo, this eTeningm xnd Gring ,y cigarmW

WFesb sirbW V,itri repliedb already on his .aym
xlewei shifted his attentionm WzedTedA "o.'s the fa,ilyBW
W:hey're goodb thanM youm zy nephe.'s Geen asMing aGout youm 

Kust got ,arriedm "e's looMing for .orMmW
xlewei nodded thoughtfullym Wqf he's seriousb q'Te got a factory 

opening in x,ericam q'll giTe you a contactm !e,ind ,e Gefore you 
leaTemW

zedTedb Iladi,irb and ?isitsyn shifted in their seatsm :he air 
thicMenedm Do one spoMem :heir eyes AicMed Get.een one anotherb 
.aiting for xlewei to ,aMe his ,oTem

"e leaned GacM in his chairb Cngers tapping a slo. rhyth, on 
the taGlem "e scanned the roo, Gefore pulling out a cru,pled 
sheetb the scriGGles on it halfHfadedb halfHCnishedm Nith careb he 
unfolded it and traced the edge of the notes .ith a Cnger Gefore 
glancing upb gaPe sharpm

WxlrightbW xlewei saidb his Toice slicing through the stillnessm W?et's 
get to itmW
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WJirst ite, of Gusinessm ?isitsyn says the DoTyy @aPaMs haTe 
Geen successfulO stopping ewecutionsb s,uggling prisoners out of 
the countrymW

Iladi,ir sneeredm Wxdd the, to the listm :aMe care of the, 
Gefore they Geco,e a real proGle,mW

?isitsyn's Sa. tightenedm WNe don't touch @aPaMsm :hat's not our 
Gusinessb and you Mno. itm qt's a death sentencem "it the,b and 
.e'll Ge looMing oTer our shoulders for the rest of our liTesmW

zedTed leaned for.ardb sneeringm W@aPaM .o,enB ;ohdan 
.ouldn't turn the, do.nmW

"e glanced at Iladi,irb .ho .as staGGing a toothpicM Get.een 
his teethm :hen zedTed grinnedm

WLersonallyb q .ouldn't fucM a @aPaM gal .ith Iladi,ir's crooMed 
dicMmW

x fe. short laughsm kne snortm :hen silencem ?ong and a.M.ardm
xlewei stirred his co-eeb gaPe resting on Iladi,irm
WDo @aPaMsbW he said Aatlym
"e tooM a slo. sipm
WNe focus on the real threatm ?isitsynb continuemW
?isitsyn cleared his throatm W:he reGels are nearing !osocoTam 

kne of ,y contacts in ?TiT said their house got raided last .eeMmW
zedTed fro.nedm W:hey're closem Kust hours a.aym xnd they're 

goodO trained Gy !ussian special forcesm q don't thinM .e'll last a 
,inute unless .e put together a proper Cghting unitmW

xlewei ewhaled sharplym "is Toice cut through the roo,b not 
angryb Sust Cnalm WzedTedb .e don't haTe ti,em :hey'll Ge on us 
Gy .eeM's endm Ne shut do.n pree,ptiTelyb Gefore they get too 
closemW

zedTed GlinMedm Wvhutdo.nB Nhat do you ,eanb xleweiBW
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xlewei leaned GacMb tapping a …uiet rhyth, against the taGlem 
Wq', taMing care of Gusiness Gefore it taMes care of usm ?et's not 
.ait around to Cnd out .hat happensmW

?isitsyn shifted in his chairm WNe're securem Do one Mno.s this 
place eTen ewists> rightBW "is Toice .aTeredm

q noted the .aTerm "e already Mne. the ans.erm "e had told 
so,eonem ;ut his co,rades did not see, to realiPe itb and they 
usually detect deceitm

xlewei studied hi,m WFour funds are safem xnd gold Meeps cli,GH
ingm :here's ,ore in the accounts than .e proSectedmW

?isitsyn didn't ans.erm "e didn't haTe tom :he roo, tiltedb eTer 
so slightlym zoney has a .ay of ,aMing eTerything feel SustiCedm

Iladi,ir leaned inm W"o. ,uch haTe .e ,ade so farBW
WJourteen ,illionbW xlewei saidm Wx piecemW
jlasses clinMedm
WNe're Cnished after thismW
?isitsyn's Toice slid inb al,ost hopefulb al,ost asha,edm WRnless 

so,eone .ants to Meep goingmW
"eads shooMm x silent pactm
WEwecution in three daysbW ?isitsyn Cnishedm
Do one Ainchedm
W:o usbW Iladi,ir saidb lifting his glass .ith a glea, in his eyem
:heir glasses clinMedm x sound too clean for the Gusiness at 

handm :he roo, Glurredb nothing ewisting Geyond their shared 
triu,phm

xlewei glanced to.ard ?isitsynm WVid you prepare eTerythingBW
?isitsyn noddedm WFesb .ardenm Ne'Te got the last CTe arriTingm 

:he prisoners .ill Ge ready Gy eightmW
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Do one reactedm :hey'd done this countless ti,esm :hey'd all 
done .orsem qt .as Sust another SoGm

;ut zedTed GroMe the silencem Wxnd the girlBW
xlewei noddedm Wq'll Gring her at threemW
x Geatm x AicMer of so,ething al,ost hu,anm :hen it .as gonem
WLrocess her liMe the othersm :his is our last SoGm q'll ,oTe the, 

one Gy one to a ne. cell in t.o daysb pro,ising reprieTemW
?aMita .atchedm Naitedm
:his Mind of pro,iseb the illusion of reprieTeb .as al.ays the 

sharpest Mnifem
vhe had seen it Geforem "ope turned to ashm
xisha .ould learn this toom
Dot yetm ;ut soonm
:heir laughter reached herb greasy shado.sb thicM .ith unseen 

rotm vhe inhaled the ,o,ent liMe s,oMem qt reeMed of decaym
vhe hoTered near zedTed's thoughtsb .here appetite and cruH

elty already curled togetherm
:he i,age surfacedb darM and gliGm voupm
"e Garely paused Gefore speaMingm
WNe could use soupmW
?aughter eruptedm
xlewei grinnedm Wvureb .e can use soupm Ne did that a fe. 

,onths agomW
"e stoodb slapping the taGlem
WzedTedb ?isitsynb handle the prisonersm zaMe it cleanmW
"e Guttoned his coatm
Wq'll Ge in !osocoTa .ith xnechMam ;acM in t.o daysmW
:henb .ith a s,irM to Iladi,irO
Wxnd you o.e ,e TarenyMymW
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:he ,eeting fracturesm :he ,en rise .ithout cere,onym
:hey ,oTe to.ard a hidden roo, o- to the sideb a concealed 

ewit that opens only fro, .ithinm
zedTedb ?isitsynb and Iladi,ir shed their ciTilian disguisesb reH

trieTing a,,unition and suppliesm Uoats fall a.aym ;oots thud on 
stonem Nith practiced handsb they load .eaponsb strap on Testsm

Da,es drop liMe dead .eightm
qn their placeO ;earm Jowm Nolfm
:he enforcers of the underground prisonm
Ulad for the huntb they step into the lightO no na,esb no pastm
vo,e.here nearGyb the ritual has already Gegunm
kn !osocoTa's silent streetsb CTe prisoners shuBe for.ard in 

clanMing chainsm
:heir anMles are ra. .here iron has ruGGed the, Garem kne 

li,psm xnother Meeps glancing oTer his shoulderb eyes .ide .ith 
dreadm

xr,ed escorts AanM the,b riAes at easeb Gut readym
:hey pass through a parM once Mno.n for its GeautyO stone 

paths no. cracMedb Ao.erGeds oTergro.nb a rusting s.ing creaMH
ing in the GreePem

;irds still singm x crueltym
xGoTe the,b the golden do,e of :serMTa of vtm Dicholas GlaPes 

Geneath the rising sunb the light unearned and ,ercilessm
xround the,b shaded trees o-er no shelterm :he Gright Ao.ersb 

no co,fortm
qnsideb the altar .aitsm qt o-ers no salTationm
JiTe .alM to.ard it no.m x siwth is pro,ised for three o'clocMm 

Done of the, chose the hourm :he .orld has already chosen for 
the,m



Embrace the Dark

A Shaanxi heavy-duty truck rumbled to a stop behind the 
church. Twilight pressed low. Five hooded fgures were 

hurled ,rom the bed. They struck a straw mat with a hard thudI 
limbs stiOI breath brokenI a low guttural groan rising and dying in 
the cold.

zn the hal,-lightI armed soldiers emerged ,rom the shadows. 
Wne seiMed a prisoner and yanked the hood tighter around his 
bowed head. Bith LuidI mechanical precisionI each captive was 
hauled upright by his ironsI dragged ,rom the matI and chained 
to the next by the neck. They were prepared to march in silence.

For the momentI they were le,t ,ace-down in the dirtI waiting ,or 
the shi,t to change.

qany lives had rooted themselves hereI giving history a place 
to cling. The truck sat hal,-hidden in the brush beside an old path 
where warriors were ambushedI women raped and slaughteredI 
children hacked and scattered. Their ghosts still moved among 
the pinesI shadows thick with the memories that saturate this 
ground.
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:e,ore that timeI the kinder spirits had more to cleave to here. 
A stream still ranI cold and ,aith,ulI carrying reLections o, trees 
and slivers o, sky. Novers once held each other beneath scattered 
moonlightI breath VuickI hearts poundingI the world narrowed 
to only them. Families gathered on the wooden bridge to fshI to 
dreamI to remember. Some spirits still lingeredj elders walking 
hand in hand among the treesI others dri,ting through the water. 
:ut the living no longer returned. Hot since the war. Hot since 
memory itsel, had begun to thin.

Bhen the sun fnally rose and early mass was dismissedI the 
new shi,t emerged ,rom the church. qany o, the soldiers attend-
ed the early morning serviceI seeking solace. A soldier took his 
place on the perimeterI relieving the one who had kept watch 
through the night. Pladimir adCusted the strap o, his riLe. 'is 
eyes swept the hillsI not the prisoners. 'e had long since stopped 
seeing themI whether ,rom mercy or something colderI he no 
longer knew.

Shackled at the neckI the fgures stumbled ,orward. zron boxes 
hung ,rom their necksI dangling against their chestsI clanging with 
each stepI a harsh tollI like a bell unwilling to be rung. They had 
been woken in darkness. Brists and ankles bound. :lack cloth 
was taped across their throatsI sealing the bag over their headsI 
reducing the world to near-blackI not to silence themI but to erase 
themI to strip away the last trace o, who they were.

Ho words were spoken. Wnly the stench o, diesel and the cold 
press o, restraintsI closing in.

The prisoners were led down the cracked Kath o, SunLowersI 
called Kodsolnukhov by the villagers. The wildLowers bent as they 
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passedI dropping lowI silent witnesses to a land still crowded with 
spirits.

AheadI the church roseI its wide stone steps heavy with stillness. 
:ehind itI a narrow path curved toward the graveyard. Tactical 
trucks Lanked the entranceI engines coughing to li,e in the pale 
hush o, dawn. Their guttural growl tore at the silenceI clawing at 
the cold.

A light tank crouched beneath a ,raying tarpI its turret stowedI 
its barrel buried in the earthI as i, meant to disappear.

Ho one spoke.
:ut z sensed the preparations.
Hot Cust boots and engines.
The spirit layer tightenedI a stillness bracing ,or the storm.
And above it allI as the living moved about their grim prepa-

rationsI z whispered the names o, the deadI those history had 
,orgotten. The waterI the soilI the trees answeredI though the 
humans did not hear. z prayed so heaven would not ,orget. This 
was no Leeting prayerI but one drawn ,rom a ’ontrollerRs soul. z 
trusted that i, it was heardI it would not be ignored.

Almost immediatelyI z sensed a shi,tI a looseningI a Vuiet relie,I 
as though a presence brushed past me. ThenI a kiss o, aDrma-
tion. z had come to trust such momentsI not as proo,I but as 
permission to continueI even when what was confrmed unsettled 
what z once held as certain. z had learned to look beyond obser-
vationI and to listen ,or what the spirit reveals.



J. P. SAN70

z did not seek this manI but his spirit rose like a Lare in the darkI 
calling ,or witness. And ’amille told me to go there. That much is 
a given.

zt was thenI as the cries o, the ,orgotten settled back into the 
earthI that z saw himj a slender yet strong manI AhmadI moving 
with his head held high among the condemned. 'is eyes were 
veiledI but his soul lay open to any who could see beyond Lesh 
and ,ear. z saw him clearlyI not because z sought himI but because 
z had once been like himI and now linger only in spiritI drawn to 
moments Cust be,ore endings.

'e was embracing the dark now. 'eat pressed on his shouldersI 
but no light reached him. BithinI ,aith had curdled into guilt. zt 
coiled in his chest like a slow poisonj the cost o, surviving when 
others had notI the cost o, doubting mercy.

:ut his deepest wound was not what he had done to himsel,.
 zt was his son. 

Ahmad had brought the boy to qondansk ,rom āabulI not only 
to save him ,rom the conseVuences o, his actionsI but to seek 
some last echo o, humanityI to pass on what little wisdom war 
had not burned away. The irony was bitterj the boy received his 
inheritance in ,ullI a measure o, his ,ather“s terror. Ho act o, 
penance could undo that.

:ehind himI the boy“s breath came Vuick and highI barely mu,-
Led by the cloth over his mouth. Though grown in yearsI he was 
unready ,or what awaited him. Few ever are.
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Nook closely. This is where the truth begins to show itsel,.
:eyond the barricadesI strewn across broken concrete and 

warped cratesI lay the arti,acts o, yesterday“s violencej a rusted 
American helmetI the shattered stock o, a riLeI a strip o, ’hi-
nese camouLage tangled in thornweed. !ainwater pooled in shell 
cratersI oil-slick and ,oul.

WnceI battles raged here.
”uring the fnal surgeI ,emale warriors ,rom 'ong āong and 

mainland ’hinaI nǚ shY shǒuI were sent by the Triads to infl-
trate the city“s ,ragile in,rastructure. They wore special uni,orms 
designed to disarm and distractI a mockery o, battlegear. ānives 
were hidden behind silk and skin. They were housed and sup-
ported by Anechka āuMnetsovI who introduced them to !omani 
caravans camped near the railway lines. From thereI they learned 
to move unseenI to speak in whispers and riddles. :y nightI they 
traded drink and com,ort to ,oreign soldiers. :y dawnI they le,t 
behind slit throats and silence.

”ecades laterI those same womenI some o, themI their daugh-
tersI own !osocova“s most proftable businesses. They wear per-
,ume now instead o, bloodI and are no less ,eared.

:rothels became spas. Sa,ehouses turned to dispensaries. The 
cityI still pocked with betrayalI wears their fngerprints like scars 
that never healed. Wn certain nightsI when even the stars and 
moon withhold their light and the birds have turned their gaMeI 
the knives come out again.

The city does not ,orget the hands that bled or built it. Ahmad 
walked through it like a man returning to the site o, his undoing. 
The boy clung to his ,ather“s silhouetteI unsure whether he was 
being led or already le,t behind.
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This place was once a promise. HowI its ghosts dri,t among 
weeds and wiresI waiting. The boy does not see them yet. :ut he 
will.

To understand what awaited the condemnedI one must under-
stand the land beneath their ,eet.

!osocova was not always a place o, iron and silence. WnceI 
its people danced around bonfres and gathered apricots ,rom 
sun-warmed orchards. They believed their children would roam 
these felds in peace.

Keace did not survive the march o, Lags. Foreign soldiers came 
with their battle cries. The Horth āoreans shoutedI çSae salm 
wihaeGE The Turks yelledI çZeni bir hayat i…inGE AmericansI SlavsI 
KakistanisI ’hineseI mercenariesI all o, themI came speaking o, 
,reedomI each chasing the illusion o, a new beginning. Bhat they 
delivered was conVuest.

Thousands perishedI not by rebel bullets or hidden minesI but 
at the command o, guns meant to secure the land. Kolice became 
soldiers. Soldiers became police. īraves were carved into every 
hillsideI hurried and unmarked. Jven nowI the earth stirs with 
their unrest.

The living learned to survive by looking away. They raised their 
hands to the invader“s voiceI not in loyaltyI but in resignation.

Bhat  ,ollowed was not  warI  but  erasure.  The conVuerors 
brought machinesj bullets that hunted their chosen targetsI un-
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manned tanks that Lattened homes without pauseI drones skim-
ming rivers like mechanical birds.

Jven the smallest creatures were repurposedI bats wired to 
drop explosives with preciseI indiOerent aim.

qechanical soldiers had no spirit. Augmented by algorithmsI 
they ,ollowed orders without Vuestion. Some were called Koint-
ersI ,our-legged units engineered to detect borders and bodies 
that no longer mattered. WthersI Kit :ullsI were released to re-
duce villages to silence. The Translators arrived armoredI shaped 
like pandasI bulletproo, and unblinking. They spoke our wordsI 
but never our truthsI issuing clipped demands through mouths 
o, alloy.

The ’hinese troopsI mostly conscriptsI ,eared more than they 
were ,eared. The Americans came younger stillI clutching medals 
,or deeds too grim to recall. Their uni,orms con,erred the illusion 
o, authority. Their technology ruled. Hone o, them did.

They en,orced only what the world allowed in silence. All that re-
mains o, that storm is wreckage. A light tankI its treads scorchedI 
its turret caved inI rests beneath a hillsideI hidden by overgrowth. 
Nocals pass it in silence. zt is not a relic. zt is a warning.

Some in !osocova welcomed the :lack :rigade. Bhen they 
arrivedI the Americans withdrew. A ,ew stayed behindI taking 
’hinese wives. !emarkablyI gadCe among the retired warriors 
were acceptedI even by the most traditional !omani clans. Ni,e 
went on. Jven the wounded learned to adapt. SurvivalI a,ter allI is 
a com,orting salve ,or the broken. :ut most understoodj this was 
not salvation. zt was desecration wrapped in discipline.



J. P. SAN74

:ut the story o, how !osocova was settled meant little beside 
the ,ate o, those in chains that day. 'istory ,ell silent. Wnly the 
present remained.

The prisoners walked a narrower pathI veering ,rom stone to 
soilI beside a brook that chattered despite the silence it carried.

Their hoods rippled in the breeMe. zn the moving waterI their 
reLections ,ractured into something less than human.

WverheadI birch trees bowed in seasonal transitionI leaves Lick-
ering like embers in a long-cold hearth. SunLowers lined the trailI 
their ,aces turned downwardI heavy with seed and shame.

The cicadas hummed in steady wavesI oblivious to the dread 
below. A cool breeMe stirred the sweat on their skinI carrying the 
scent o, wildLowers and earthI and beneath itI a sharp trace o, 
blood yet to be spilled.

Then came the clearing. The fve were driven into a rancid 
room where light trembled overheadI unwilling to witness what 
,ollowed.

The air sagged with damp decayI old sweatI and something 
acrid no cleansing could li,t. They were ordered to stripj clothesI 
shoesI the last symbols o, their past lives.

They were handled with crueltyI not ,or necessityI but ,or sport. 
A sport with no rules but narcissism. The rituals o, control mas-
Vueraded as orderI but existed only to degrade. They called it 
protocol. zt was not. zt was cruelty.

They were no longer prisonersI not in the eyes o, their captors. 
Jven beasts led to slaughter are granted more reverence. They 
were condemned.

From behind a partitionI raMors hissedI not yet screamsI but 
something closer. The sound was more intimate than any cry. zt 
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did not ask. zt did not warn. zt simply took LeshI carving itsel, into 
memory.

And then came the waiting. 
An hour crawled by. Time moves slowly in places built to extin-

guish hope.
ThisI z have seen be,ore. And z will see it again. Hot because it 

must be soI but because mortals ,orget. ’arbon ,orgets.
They ,orget the cost o, silence. W, obedience. W, believing that 

evil only arrives in the ,orm o, monstersI and not men in uni,ormI 
smiling beneath Lags.

Then came the soundj boots in cadenceI heavy and deliberateI 
echoing down the corridor. Hew guards had arrived.

They entered with precisionI mechanical in motionI ,aceless in 
intention. qen honed by repetitionI emptied o, hesitation. Their 
bodies wore the posture o, duty. Their soulsI z could not fnd.

At the thresholdI they paused. Taped to the wall beside them 
was a handwritten signj Ho ,emale oDcers beyond this point.

WnceI women moved through these hallsI watchingI restrainingI 
punishing. Their presence did not trouble the wardenI nor their 
cruelty. ThatI he permitted ,reely. :ut brutality that scarred the 
body in undesirable ways threatened proft. ’ertain violations 
diminished the trade value o, his human inventory. For thatI and 
only thatI he acted.

Bhen several ,emale oDcers re,used to adCust their conduct 
to his revised çstandardsIE he reassigned them. Hot as punish-
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mentI but as possession. They were placed beneath his direct 
commandI where defance could be redirected or consumed.

This was the warden“s designj a ,ortress o, calculated tormentI 
in,ormed by the worst histories o, his kind. 'e modeled the 
prison on the broken legacy o, :lack ”olphin and reshaped it into 
something more eDcient. Ness visible.

To en,orce his willI  he ,ormed the :lack :rigade. Hot sol-
diers.  Hot  keepers.  znstruments.  They were loyal  en,orcersj 
blood-boundI indoctrinatedI selected ,or the kind o, loyalty that 
makes men ,orget themselves. Their brotherhood was ,orged not 
in shared belie,I but in obedience to a doctrine too rigid ,or mercy.

:ut even cruelty evolves. Bhere pain was once spectacleI loudI 
theatricalI messyI it was refned. The lash gave way to silence. 
Jxecution replaced torture. Kain was no longer a hammerI but a 
scalpel.

Bhat broke men now was not the bodyI but the sel,. Torment 
continued. zt changed ,orm. BordsI isolationI the grinding weight 
o, unpredictability replaced the scream and the blow. A Vuiet 
mastery o, ,ear took its placeI not to punishI but to reshape.

And soI the victimsI already stripped o, dignityI were dismantled 
,urther by unseen means.

This was the new law. Hot written in charters or spoken aloudI 
but ,eltI etched into the bones o, all who walked these halls.

And while cruelty marched onwardI the man called Ahmad :aCwa 
,ell inward.
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For some prisons are made o, walls. Wthers o, memory.
There are moments when memory returns not as thoughtI but 

as Cudgment.
As Ahmad sat in silenceI the past rose within himI unyielding 

and cold. zn that Vuiet hourI he remembered why he had come to 
!osocova.

'e was born :aCwaI a Sikh o, the KunCabI in a village where the 
gurdwara bell and the call to prayer shared the same morning 
air. The ,aith o, his ,athers did not survive his youth. The new one 
arrived with a borrowed book and a recruiterRs patient voiceI and 
he took the name Ahmad the way a man takes a door out o, a 
burning housej grate,ullyI without reading what was written on 
it. āabul frst. Then Serbia.

'e arrived in Serbia as a fghterI a muCahid burning with belie,I 
convinced Cihad meant protecting the innocent. :ut belie,I once 
passed into mortal handsI is easily twisted. 'e watched men 
invoke īod as they brutaliMed civilians. Then came the night o, the 
raidI when he fred blindly into the dark and struck a childI a local 
girl. A,ter thatI he le,t. 'is ,aith trailed behind him like smoke.

zn the days that ,ollowedI he Led the fghtersI their ,alse promis-
esI and the wrath he believed awaited himI both earthly and 
divine. 'e le,t Serbia convinced that Allah would never ,orgive 
him. StillI he tried to make amendsI leaving money and a note at 
the ,amilyRs door. :ut the girlRs ,ather read the words and set the 
money ablaMe. īrie, cannot be bought. zt cannot be bribed.

Zears passed. 'e married again. Bhen his second wi,eI qariamI 
bore him a daughterI UainabI he took it as a signj a second chance. 
Together they tried to return home to KunCabI seeking sa,ety with 
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her ,amily. :ut at the borderI they were detained ,or no reason 
given.

That nightI masked men came and took his wi,e and child. Face-
less. Silent. A woman“s scream tore through the airI then vanished 
into the roar o, a departing engineI the screech o, skipping tiresI 
and the glare o, a truck“s headlights.

Ahmad ,ound them at dawn. Two bodies. !ipped clothing. qul-
tiple stab wounds each. Ho words le,t behind.

And in that silenceI he understoodj he had taken an innocent 
child“s li,e.

And nowI in divine balanceI his own child and wi,e had been 
taken.

Ahmad Led once moreI this time in a rusted sedanI barely alive. 
qonths laterI he arrived in !osocovaI a ghost in human shape. 
The town welcomed him with warm bread and Vuiet streetsI and 
,or a timeI the illusion o, peace returned. 'e ,ound breath againI 
and in its Vuiet rhythmI he ,elt Allah“s presence and the stirrings 
o, SalahI the fve daily prayersI once more.

Bhen his son ,rom an earlier marriage came to live with himI 
Ahmad dared to hope. 'e painted walls. 'e planted mint. 'e 
taught the boy how to slice ,ruit without waste. zt was a ,ragile 
li,eI stitched together by grace.

zn timeI he shared the story o, this redemption with NakitaI a 
young qaster ’ontrollerI not yet weathered by the weight o, so 
many broken stories.

That is the way o, īuardiansj we carry the sorrow o, othersI 
and we are not aOorded the luxury o, withholding compassion or 
turning ,rom the burden.
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çz sat beneath a treeIE Ahmad told herI his voice Vuiet. çz thought 
Allah had turned 'is ,ace ,rom me. That my doubtsI my weaknessI 
my sinsA had made me unworthy o, mercy.E

'e paused. Then oOered a versej ‘Despair not of the mercy of 
Allah. Indeed, Allah forgives all sins.’

çJven in a place like thisIE he saidI çthat verse haunts me. Nike a 
whisper in the dark.E

'e claimed the spirits o, the tree had spoken to him. z heard 
nothing but windI and the groan o, an old nag z“d seen graMe ,or 
years beneath the shade o, this oak. :ut ,or himI that silence was 
a reply.

Ahmad laid down prostrate and began to recite Surah Al-Fatiha. 
A latent spirit stirredI and something erupted ,rom his heartI not 
in wordsI but in a knowing deeper than language.

"Yā Raḥmān, Yā Raḥīm:
O Most Merciful, Most Compassionate,
You did not spare me because I am pure.
You spared me because You are Merciful.

This breath I take, this moment of stillness,
is from You. A mercy. Not a reward, but a chance.
A path back. A way out from the landslide of guilt.
Not to forget,
but to be made whole again. 

 ZY NatB,I Zou are īentle in what Zou allow.
Zou do not erase conseVuence.
Zou do not withhold lessons.
The bladeI the woundI the ache that lingersj
theseI tooI are ,rom Zour wisdomI not Zour wrath. 
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Sometimes, Your salvation is not loud.
It is the quiet strength to rise again.
The arms that still move.
The eyes that still weep.
The heart that still chooses compassion. 

Rabb, do not let this suLering make me bitter.
Āet it make me aware.
Aware of my need for You.
Aware of my son’s fear.
Aware of the One who makes broken things whole.

 ZY TawwYbI W Accepter o, !epentancej 
I return to You.
 Not because I am worthy,
 but because You invite the unworthy.
 And I have come. 

Hmīn."
 The vision dimmedI and the past released him.

 Ahmad rose ,rom memory into the moment that had brought 
him here. 

Ahmad was not yet ready to live a li,e o, righteousness.
zn a moment o, carelessnessI perhaps shaped by lonelinessI 

perhaps by longingI he took his son to an underground betting 
ring. 'e meant no harm. A Vuiet instinct told him to waitI to turn 
backI but he wanted to give his boy a memory that wasn“t born 
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o, sorrow. Cust a brie, escapeI a Lawed ,ather“s attempt to ,eel 
human again.

And that nightI they came.
qen in plain CacketsI polite in the way only predators are polite. 

They claimed to be immigration oDcers. They were not. They 
were the :lack :rigadej the local policeI obedient to power and 
indiOerent to innocence.

They took prisoners that night. Ahmad and his son were not 
among them. A ,olded bill pressed into a gloved palmI a guard 
who suddenly ,ound the ,ar wall interestingI and they walked out 
into the cold airI alive and warned. 

WnceI !osocova had ,elt like home.
'e remembered cobblestones humming beneath his stepsI 

laughter rising ,rom open windowsI the scent o, spring blossoms 
mingling with ,resh bread. Heighbors smiling with open eyes.

:ut belonging is ,ragile.
Fear reshapes it. Time hollows it out. And what once welcomed 

can become a place that ,orgets you.
How Ahmad stood as little more than an echoj a ,ather without 

a nameI a soul without weight.
They herded him and the others into a cell with a ceiling too low 

,or dignity. The walls sweated mold. The bulb overhead Lickered 
like a reluctant eyeI casting long shadows across ,ractured stone.

A riLe Cabbed his spine. Another hand shoved him ,orward.
Ahmad“s breath hitched.
'e could not see his sonI but he ,elt him. Felt the terror trem-

bling through the airI imagined the wide-eyed stare behind the 
hood. 'is knees weakened. StillI he moved.
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Stripped o, possessions.
Stripped o, standing.
Stripped o, meaning. 

 Far down the corridorI a raMor scraped slowly over stoneI 
sharpeningI not ,or needI but ,or message. 

zt was a Vuiet soundI almost intimate.
 Hot a screamI but something worse.

zt reminded Ahmad that he was not only a victim.
 'e was a man with blood in his pastj a man who once fred blindly 
into the dark and struck a child. 

And he understood nowj
 the blade comes ,or more than the victimI cuts deeper than Lesh.
 zt is double-edged and un,orgivingI
 a stain that will not come clean.

And as he stood in that stench-flled roomI alone among shad-
ows and silenceI a single thought pressed into him like a bruisej

…ow could he ever tell these men what he had done? or what they 
were doingx

The thought vanished almost as soon as it ,ormed.
 :ecause even be,ore its echo ,adedI
 he ,elt the blade back in his hands.
 ’old.
 ’om,ortable.
 ’ertain.
 As i, it had never le,t him at all.

'e was waiting.
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Ahmad should have listened to his spirit.
Keople call it conscienceI but conscience is only the mind talk-

ing to itsel,j mental sel,-soothingI mental scoldingI mental gym-
nastics. Hothing more than thoughts churning in circles. qental 
masturbation without a happy ending.  I sound like Ikart.

A spirit operates diLerently. A spirit, for eGample, a Juardian: sees 
what moves beneath the surface, knows what approaches before the 
physical world gives it shape and tells the physical assignment. 4ust as 
the wind comforts the earth, humans can hear from their Juardian 
who resides within their soul.

Ahmad had heard ,rom his īuardian several times that evening.
'e ,elt the warning.
'e recogniMed the hesitation.
'e ignored it.
Three weeks laterI he and his son attended a vigilI though in 

truthI it was more than that. Those on the sur,ace called it prayerI 
remembrance. :ut beneath the language o, mourningI another 
current Lowed. 

zt was a Vuiet rebellion.
A gathering o, the displacedI o, those whose lives had slipped 

beyond the state“s oDcial recordsI whose grie, no longer be-
longed to any government ledger. For one nightI they emerged. 
For one nightI they allowed themselves to believe the world could 
be otherwise.
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The vigil honored a ’hinese manI publicly condemned as a thugI 
a traitorI an outsider. 'e had been hanged in the sVuareI the rope 
le,t to sway long a,ter his breath had gone. Dntil deadI the au-
thorities announcedI as though death were paperwork reVuiring 
verifcation.

:ut the park that night told another story.
Jvening settled heavily over the parkI but its spirits re,used to 

be smothered. :eneath dim street lampsI the place pulsed with 
defant li,e. A woman in scarlet laughed as she bartered aOection 
with broken men. A preacher li,ted her voice in righteous ,uryI 
words trembling yet resolute. The scent o, spice and tobacco 
curled upwardI mingling with the night air. qen leaned over 
chessboardsI their whispers masked by the tap o, wooden piecesI 
a Vuiet choreography o, strategy.

Hear the benchesI fgures bartered beneath the shelter o, trees. 
Small exchanges. Small risks. zn another cornerI glasses clinked in 
muted toasts. And beneath it allj laughterI light and LeetingI like 
birds startled into Light.

Jven Coy can be an act o, resistance.
As the hour grew lateI the pretense ,aded.
Bhat remained was no longer a memorial. zt was a ,ragileI Lick-

ering worldI tenuous as a Lame in the wind. A space reclaimedI i, 
only ,or a heartbeatI ,rom the machinery built to erase it.

ThenI without warningI the world cracked.
There were no sirens. Ho barked commands. Wnly the sharp 

percussion o, gunfre and the shriek o, silence breaking.
The secret policeI the :lack :rigadeI arrived like a curse given 

Lesh. Ho insignia. Ho procedure. Wnly violence. Kanic rippled 
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outward. Shadows scattered. :ut escape was a directionI not a 
possibility.

Those with proper papers were ushered past with barely a 
glance.

’itiMenship was a kind o, armorI thin but eOective.
The rest were claimed without ceremony.
Ahmad.
'is son.
Six others.
Taken. Hot tried. Hot Vuestioned. Simply absorbed into the 

state“s open mouth.
The woman in scarlet was among them.
She did not run.
She did not scream.
They dragged her into a tent with another woman.
Wnly one emerged againI Mipped into a body bag.
The woman in scarlet was not seen a,terward.
Hot slain.
Hot dragged.
Simply goneI as though the night itsel, had ,olded her into its 

seams.
The boy was separated ,rom Ahmad that same night. z did not 

,ollow him. Some losses belong to their ,athers alonej to carryI to 
nameI to grieve in whatever silence remains a,ter everything else 
has been taken. 



The Girl in the Scarlet Dress

T he prison door stands like a silent sentinel, neither guard-
ing nor guiding, simply enduring, indiwerent to .hat passes 

through or .hat is takenW 
Ahen the .arden prods fisha bor.ard, the stale air ripples, 

a small disturcanHe, enough to pause the creath ob the other 
prisonersW vumans obten cetray themselzes this .ay, .hen Hu-
riosity crushes against .ounded prideW They reHogniEe her brom 
the underground ezent, the girl in the sHarlet dress on the night ob 
their arrestW Izen dishezeled, .ith masHara streaked in dark lines 
aHross her Hheeks, her ra. ceauty rebuses to disappear ceneath 
the grimeW

vassan owers a small, unHertain smileW qt lingers a moment too 
longW

fisha does not reaHt, cut a Muiet relieb rises in her at the sight 
ob a bamiliar baHeW

fhmad notiHes and beels only dreadW
GisplaHedW
LrotesMueW
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’ike laughter at a buneral, acsurd against the Hlumps ob his 
sonSs hair sHattered aHross the Hold Poor, remnants ob innoHenHe, 
ground ceneath cootsW

fs a guard Nnishes shazing vassanSs head, the .arden shozes 
fisha into line, cet.een fhmad and his son, sezering the bragile 
thread that had held bather and coy togetherW

'he has ceen acsent sinHe their Hapture, and no. her sudden 
return Harzes a stark silhouette into the dim roomW ver knees 
cuHkle under a .eariness only terror and deprization Han creedW 
'he steadies herselbW 'omething dormant stirs, small, sharp, de-
licerateW 'he dra.s her bear in.ard and loHks it deep, .here ezen 
the .arden Hannot reaHhW

ver hand mozed onHe, criePy, carely, to the notecook in her 
HoatW 'till thereW 'he let it goW

ver baHe ceHomes her armorW
'he raises her shieldW

The .arden HirHles herW :redatoryW
fhmad .atHhes, unclinkingW Rot unseen, simply disregardedW
Aith praHtiHed ease, the .arden strips a.ay fishaBs outer 

garment and under.ear, handing them ow .ithout HeremonyW 
fmong the things handed ow .ithout HeremonyO a notecookW 
The .arden did not look at itW ve did not need toW qt .ent .ith 
ezerything elseW vis touHh is e?HientW —ehearsedW xoredW

Through the bog in her mind, fisha rememcersO it .as only t.o 
nights agoW jnly thatW 'inHe she belt the tenderness ob this same 
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manW Ro. he stands cebore her as a despiHacle old Hreature .ith 
a Hold, unreHogniEacle heartW qt beels like another libe entirelyW

vo. had she ezer inzited those handsQ Those eyesQ That thing 
into;

'he NCes her gaEe on a point ceyond the room, sealing the 
thought shut cebore it Han Nnish bormingW The pain cehind it .aitsO 
shapeless, patient, inezitacleW 'he .ill not touHh itW Rot no.W

fhmad Hannot look a.ayW ve doesnSt kno. .hat fisha is to his 
son, or .hat she .as, other than another prisonerW 'he Hertainly 
seemed diwerentW Treated diwerentlyW fnd no. she stands here, 
stripped care cebore them allW —age rises in him at the indignity, 
an indignity ezen the .orst ob humanity did not deserzeW qt rises 
hot, useless, citterW

ve sees her eyes, still as stone, cut distantW
ver mind slipping, retreating, an erosion ob selbW
ft the edges ob her a.areness, her thoughts cegin to braHture, 

opening “ust .ide enough bor a Luardian to enterW
’akita steps in Hommanding darkness to bold around fishaW 

fisha is suspended in thiHk, stiHky gel, enHased in a cuccle, like 
an emcryo .aiting bor recirthW fisha has entered the spirit-realmW

q am impressed .ith ’akitaBs innozationW
Gost  ob  my students  preber  the bamiliarO  curning cushes, 

transluHent Ngures Hlaiming old condsW 'ome bazor intimidation, 
ceHoming ceasts or monsters to prozoke ocedienHeW
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’akita, though, designs intimaHyW ”uiet, Hloistered initiationW q 
note it bor buture leHturesW

q step into the darkness ceside fishaBs cuccle and crush the 
bringe ob her soulW q zeil myselb Harebully… neither mortal nor "eles-
tial, not ezen ’akita .ill sense meW The dark is thiHkW TaHtileW ’ike 
.ater .ith .eightW ’akita is not dro.ningW Ror dissolzingW Then, a 
.hisper, ob sortsW Rot soundW :resenHeW

f shimmer dribts at the edge ob fishaSs zisionO ’akitaSs auraW
"elestials imprint as Holor in the Harcon mindO
'ometimes sharp .hiteW
'ometimes greenW
Ron-humans .elHome itW
vumans obten bear itW
fisha does notW
f shape steps bor.ard, not arrizing, cut rezealing, as though it 

had ceen .aiting bor her notiHeW
ver borm cegins to unrazelW AaCenW TremclingW
'he stretHhes, then bolds in.ard, PiHkering like a Handle in zio-

lent .indW Gozing outside her cuccle cut she is still held there cy 
the gel around herW

fnd thenO lightW
Rot PameW
Rot heatW
'omething a.areW
'omething patientW
'he reaHhesW ver Nngers distort, t.isting, .arpingW Ahen they 

touHh the light, iHe tears through her like a stormW
'he is snapped breeW
Rot caHk.ardW



J. P. SAN90

Rot bor.ardW
jutW
'he balls into a zoid .ithout Poor or skyW
'ilenHe Hondenses around herW
Then, metalW
"hainW
f ringing belt more than heard, eaHh zicration a drumceat 

Harzed into coneW
f Ngure bormsO
an angeliH .oman dressed in deep greenW
’akitaW ’aughing bor a momentW
'he does not speak at NrstW 'he paHesW jcserzesW
Rot HruelW Rot kindW
AeighingW
GeasuringW
fisha tries to speakW ver lips .ill not mozeW
The message is simpleO
Rot yetW
’akitaSs zoiHe Homes smooth and Hold, silk pulled tautW
YTell me, .hy .ould the IssenHe .aste its time on youQF
The Muestion .ounds more than fisha eCpeHts despite not 

hazing a Hlue .hat this IssenHe has to do .ith herW fnd .ho is 
this in bront ob herW

ver ans.er surbaHes unciddenO
 Y’akitaWF

The name lands cebore its meaning returnsW
Yq donSt kno. .hy q .as sent to .atHh you,F ’akita saysW Yq .as 

told to test youW 'o bar, q am not impressedWF
fisha PinHhesW
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Yfm qD stuHk hereQF The .ords HraHk like thin iHeW 
’akita starts to proce her cody looking bor something mumcling 

to herselb, JUou should haze stayed in the cuccleWJ
Aithout looking at fisha and Hontinuing to poke her, she says, 

YUou are not .here you celong,F ’akita repliesW YThat is not a 
.arningW qt is a baHtWF

The dreamsHape tremclesW —eality presses at the seamsW f thin 
HraHk borms, silent and eCpandingW

’akita sobtens only slightlyW
YIssenHe leads me to youW q donSt yet kno. .hyW xut then, .hy 

does IssenHe Hhoose any ob usQF
'he does not moze, yet she is suddenly cebore fishaW
fisha stumclesW ver temple strikes something impossicleW :ain 

clooms, sharp and realW ’akita steadies her, prezenting true harm 
cut not the stingW

f testW
f “estW
fisha stares at this ceing, shoHked that she .ould trip her 

purposebullyW
’akita plaHes her gently on unseen groundW
YAhen the time Homes,F she says, Ythe path .ill ce there, ib you 

.ant to try and .alk itWF
"old rushes ozer fisha, rattling coneW
YAhere am q no.QF she asksW
Y'ome.here you Hannot stayWF
f pauseW flmost tenderW
YAhen the time Homes, you .ill Nnd meWF
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Then sobterO
 YIssenHe Hhose me to guide those .ho Han Nll the zoids lebt cy the 
godsS Hareless HonPiHtsWF

fnd a .hisper like smokeO
 Yfssuming that day ezer HomesWF

The .orld cuHklesW
 The dream dissolzesW

fs she balls, she hears one .ordO
Y—ememcerWF
'pirit returns to skin like Hold .ater Pung onto curning HoalsW
Then nothingW

 Then stoneW

fishaSs eyes snapped openW

The .eight ob the prison rushed ozer her like a Hold tideW The 
dreamsHape, the green haEe, ’akitaSs zoiHe, dissolzed like smokeW

Ahat remained .as creath, stone, and silenHeW

'he Homposed the entry  .ithout  paper,  the .ay she had 
learned to hold things she Hould not aword to loseW 'ome.here 
in the hours cebore the gathering, cebore the arrest, cebore any 
ob this, she had .rittenO q do not kno. .hat you look likeW q do not 
kno. your nameW q kno. only that you eCist, and that kno.ing is 
enough to keep me mozingW 'he held the .ords in the plaHe .here 
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the notecook had ceenW They .ould do until she Hould .rite them 
do.n againW

’akita did not speakW 'he .atHhedW
fnd q .onder, not bor the Nrst time, .hether ezen .e, the 

Aitnesses, are ceing .atHhed in turnW
This thought .as Nrst crought to me cy an fegean flHhemist 

.hose name q nezer cothered to rememcerW ve asked ib kno.ing 
q .as ocserzed .ould Hhange meO my Holor, my cehaziorW

f stupid Muestion, q thoughtW
xut still, q Honsidered itW
ft Nrst, the beeling ob ceing under a miHrosHope .as achorrent, 

ziolatingW
Then, numcingW
qn time, q stepped into the role ob the ocserzer myselbW fnd brom 

that zantage, a ne. Muestion emergedO
Ahat is the state ob mind ob the one .ho .atHhesQ
Izentually, HomplaHenHy set inW q Heased to HareW ?reed brom 

selb-HonsHiousness, q learned to manipulate my HolorO ho. q ap-
peared, ho. q .as perHeizedW q ceHame not “ust a suc“eHt, cut a 
perbormerW

—e“eHting the HonHept .as perhaps the most interestingW qb q re-
“eHt that anyone is ocserzing me, my Holor and aHtions are mootW 
qb no one is .atHhing, then my Holor is irrelezantW Gy cehazior, 
unmeasuredW Gy aHtions, unreHordedW 

q .ent caHk to ocserzingW xeside fisha, vassan leaned HloserW
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Yfre you okayQF he .hisperedW
'he didnSt ans.erW ver gaEe .as else.here, part ob her not yet 

returnedW
The .arden ans.ered bor her insteadO
YRo one asked bor your HonHernWF
The clo. Hame bastW f siHkening HraHk as knuHkle struHk coneW 

vassan HrumpledW fisha PinHhedW
The room held its creathW
vassan groaned, alize, cut cent in painW The .arden PeCed his 

Nngers, sazoring the momentW
The raEor hummed as it passed ozer fishaSs sHalpW
ver history, her zoiHe, taken in Muiet HlumpsW
jne cy one, others bollo.edW
LraHe stepped bor.ard, her Nngers crushing the silzer Hross at 

her neHkW
Y’ord, q am not sHared,F she .hisperedW Yfllo. me one small 

“oyWWWF
'he kissed her xicle, then surrendered it, standing still as ezery-

thing else .as stripped a.ayW
var“it stood neCt, his Nngers instinHtizely reaHhing bor some-

thing to Hozer his headW
vis baith .as in his stanHeW vis .ords, though unspoken, q heard 

brom his spiritW
Y'ee meW Take .hat you .illW Uou Hannot take .hat q amWF
@azid stood broEen, tremcling at the sound ob the raEorW
Gemories ob stories heSd heard brom fusHh.itE rose in his mindO 

stripes, shazed heads, codies like ballen .heatW
'tories he had tried to celieze celonged to the pastW
xut they did notW
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f tear slipped do.n his Hheek, not brom bear, cut brom reHogni-
tionW

Though not a man ob prayer, he imagined himselb one as his 
zoiHe tremcledO

YfdonaiD
They Hlearly hate meW
xut Uou nezer asked me to pay bor the soul Uou plaHed in meW
'o q return it to Uour reNnerBs NreW
velp me ce a tEaddikW
’et me .alk in Uour shado., al.aysWF
I heard every word.
It is not language that makes prayer holy.

 It is longing.
 It is return.
 I blew upon him. This newly adjusted David was returning.

LraHe gently .iped the tear brom his HheekW
 Yq pray bor a miraHle,F she saidW
 Rot resHueW
 AustiHeW 

A miracle had been granted. 
The guards opened the stair.ell doorW
xearW

 ?oCW
 AolbW

Rames .orn like skinW Tools shaped into menW
They desHended, careboot, creath held tight, into the co.els ob 

the prisonW
 Brine-sliHk stoneW
 —otW
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 '.eatW
 @espairW

The Hell, cuilt bor one, no. held siCW Uet eaHh Horner core more 
than “ust the .eight ob their codiesW The spirits ob those .ho had 
ceen here cebore sHratHhed relentlessly at the .alls, desperate 
bor release, desperate bor breedomW Though their physiHal codies 
had spaHe to moze, their Pesh sHreamed .ith suwoHation, and 
their souls .ere pressed together, Hompressed .ithin these Hold, 
unborgizing HonNnesW

Then Hame the last strippingO not ob Hloth, cut ob symcolW
?ize loHkcoCesW
Rot siCW
fisha notiHedW
Izeryone notiHedW IaHh loHkcoC held a gold Hoin, meant to pay 

bor the cearerSs eCeHutionW
xear remozed eaHh prisonerSs Hoin .ith Heremony, cut .hen it 

Hame to fisha, he handed her a paper cag .ith strange HareW
'he had arrized dressed in a party go.n, intending to dine .ith 

the .arden, only to Nnd herselb Hast caHk into the role ob prisonerW
xear gaze her the cagW qnside .as a tattered .hite dressW fnd 

ceneath the dress, the notecookW 'he did not reaHh bor it im-
mediatelyW 'he pressed her hand against it through the bacriH ob 
the cag, HonNrming it .as there, and then libted the dress out as 
though that .ere the only thing she had ceen gizenW The .arden 
did not notiHeW ve had not kno.n .hat he .as holding .hen he 
took itW ve did not kno. .hat he .as returning no.W The bacriH 
.as plain, a stark Hontrast to the go.n she had .orn “ust hours 
agoW
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xear sneered at her, not .ith desire, not .ith menaHe, cut .ith 
the partiHular Hontempt ob a man doing .ork he has not ceen 
paid borW ve gestured at the dressW J:ut it onW fpparently you .ere 
.orth more to him alize than deadW ’uHky bor youW Rot so luHky bor 
the eCeHutionerWJ

ve and the .arden .atHhed intently as fisha undressed, gizing 
no HhanHe to Hozer herselbW Imcarrassed, she beigned dignity as 
she remozed her Hlothing, doing her cest to preserze .hat little 
sense ob Hontrol she had lebtW

—esentment sobtened into .eary understandingW ?ear PiHkered 
again as the guard handed Nze gold Hoins to the .arden, .ho 
plaHed them into a coC at his celtW

The .arden tapped the coCO HliHk, HliHkW
J'leep .hile you Han,J he saidW JThe cright lights curnWJ
fnd .ith that, he lebt, his laughter eHhoing long abter his boot-

steps had badedW
fhmad shibted unHombortaclyW
Yxright lights,F he murmuredW YGayce itSs a .ay outWF
vassan tried humor, cut it bell PatW
YGayce it makes this plaHe less ob a nightmareWF
YAeSre like piHkles in a “ar,F fhmad grumcledW
fisha smirkedW
Yfnd qSm the spiHeQF
Izen a “oke Hould ce recellionW vassan belt a .aze ob relieb, 

ho.ezer slight, and .elHomed the momentary respiteW
Yfisha,F fhmad said sobtlyW YLet some restWF
?rom his Horner, var“it gro.led,
Y'ome ob us are trying to Nnd peaHeWF
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ve ad“usted the strip ob Hloth shaped into a turcan, dignity in 
bragmentsW

vassan notiHed fisha shizeringW
ve draped his clanket ozer herW
Yvey, 'piHy,F he .hisperedW YTake thisWF
YAhat acout youQF she askedW
ve said nothingW
'he opened the clanket and motionedW
fbter a moment, he “oined herW
Y"an you keep a seHretQF fisha .hisperedW
Y'ure,F vassan murmuredW
'he grinned, eyes glintingW
Y'hhWF
'he pulled a tiny Pask brom her go.nW
Y'oup,F she saidW Yq made itWF
f miraHle disguised as HontracandW
@azid sat up, shizeringW 'omething in her laugh croke him openW
Yqb Goses .as hereDF
ve prayed again, vecre. rising in HraHked syllaclesW
LraHe pressed her hand to her HrossW

 Y’ordD ezen the ones .ho harm usWF
The Hell MuietedW

 jne light PiHkeredW
 'iC codies settled into corro.ed .armthW

xut something lingeredO
f turningW

 Rot out.ardW
 Rot up.ardW
 qn.ardW
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They .ere not breeW
 Rot yetW

xut something holy entered the roomW
 Rot loudW
 Rot radiantW
 xut trueW

fnd it did not leazeW
The spirit remainedW

 Rot acoze themW
 qn themW

qt did not asHendW
 qt stayedW



Mirepoix

M y existence began shortly after the onset of Jehovah's 
creation period, recorded fastidiously for the Council by 

Ganesha and Saraswati, the scribes of Brahma. Other angels sur-
rounding the throne and protecting Jehovah were formed in the 
pre-chrono aeon, beings beyond the reach of time. Later, Celes-
tials were crafted out of spiritual milieu as messengers, as special 
servants, and as warriors. But we are more than function: every 
thread of our essence is woven with intent. We are instruments 
of Jehovah's will, living conduits of divine purpose.

Not all spirits share this design, as recent events before the 
Council of Ancients revealed. It gives us an uneasy relationship 
with Essence, a force drifting just askew of Jehovah’s deliberate 
curiosity.

Essence is the formless motive behind will: raw spirit, untem-
pered by purpose. Beautiful, yes, like a gull rising into the sunrise. 
But chaotic, too, like the waves that shatter piers, tearing at the 
edges of order.
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We were formed before time. And now, we touch this mar-
velous invention: this temporality, His signature upon all his pro-
jects, His universes.

From where I stand, time stretches like brittle parchment, dry, 
unyielding, refusing to tear. Refusing to pass.

Hassan Trst heard whispers scratching in the walls: faint voices, 
crackly and indistinct. qhey were caught in time's echo, speaking 
of his death like inventory. His state warranted closer inzuiry. I 
consulted his guardian who explained: Hassan doesn’t understand 
this life is only a phase.

Since then, the young man drifts, do“ing in patches, heart rac-
ing. He doesn’t sleep. He fades. qhen returns.

qhe cell  holds the pale gray of ”uorescence, light without 
warmth. Like memory gone sour.

qime doesn’t move here. It coagulates. qhick and unmoving, like 
old blood in a bowl.

His breath catches every few minutes, a kind of zuiet panic that 
feels like drowning without water.

qhere’s no struggle left in him, not because he accepts what’s 
coming, but because his body has forgotten how to respond to 
fear. Like a deer in headlights. No way forward. No way back. 
Options seem to be vapor.

Fear has settled now: thick, invisible, inescapable. Humidity 
before a storm.
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He tries to recall what you're supposed to remember when the 
darkness closes in: a mother's presence, the heat of childhood 
summers, anything pure.

But the memories never take shape. qhey melt before they land.
His mind is a Teld of static now, an emotional tinnitus that hums 

where feeling used to live.
Even rage has grown tired.
He whispers once to the ceiling, not to Allah. qhat door closed 

long ago.
PI didn’t do anything.D
It’s not a protest. Not a plea. Just the one truth he can carry into 

the dark.
He thinks: Let it be over. Or let it be known. Just let something 

outlive this silence.
No one will remember him. No ceremony. No name carved in 

stone. Just a vanishing, neat and complete.
Hassan lies awake, counting footsteps beyond the iron bars, 

each one a hollow liturgy. A prayer with no god left to answer.
He always startles at the wrong moment, Iinching not from pain, 

but from some Mnal verdict that never comes. S’ve watched it. Nany 
times.

qhen the air shifts.
Not a draft. Not chill. Something more ancient. A breath with 

memory: sharp as old incense, heavy as forgotten oaths.
It slips through the stone: threading between ribs, curling be-

neath skin, whispering in the language of prisons that predate 
history. ?risons built not with walls, but with silence.

qhe sound that arrives isn’t zuite a wail. It’s deeper, more 
hunger than sorrow, more verdict than voice.
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It rises not from lungs, but from the marrow of the prison itself. 
Stone exhaling memory.

Ahmad jerks upright, breath slicing the air. P;id you hear thatUD 
Grace clutches her cross, not in fear, but like one cradling a 

radio, hoping for a transmission from heaven.
PSpirits,D she breathes, the word Tne as silk, brittle as frost.
;avid swallows.
PGhostsUD
Harjit doesn’t blink. PNot all ghosts mean harm.D
Aisha is startled by the ease of his claim. She nearly says it aloud, 

but instead, she thinks: Some spirits follow. -ome only remember. 
-ome are waiting for something worse than death.

She halts the noise in her mind, cuts it oK like a light. Stillness 
becomes her armor. Each breath, slow. Exact. Measured like a 
sniper’s last inhale. A soldier playing dead, with teeth.

P;o you think they’re waitingUD
Her eyes track the dark, not startled, but assessing. Weighing 

shape and silence. Already calculating what comes next.
Pqhat wasn’t the wind,D she says. Ao. St was something else en:

tirely. j shu'e( measured, intentional. Aot wholly in this world. Aot 
entirely out of it.

qhen the laughter.
Not a sound. Not even a voice.
A ripple at the seam of thought.
Like breath fogging the other side of a mirror.
Or a dream that crouches, waiting for your return.
qhe prison is getting inside them. Or worse, they are beginning 

to Tt inside it.
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qheir guardian angels intercede, whispering calm into souls 
steeped in grief thick as tar.

Only Grace and ;avid remain still.
Grace is praying. I see a swarm of spirits of faith and hope 

interceding with spirits of fear and anxiety. qhey surround Grace 
as her lips move fervently. Her eyes are strained shut. qhere is no 
perspiration or tears but her rezuests originate in her soul and 
they are heartfelt. 

I know her prayers will be heard.
Aisha watched Grace from across the cell: eyes closed, hands 

still, lips moving without sound. She had seen people pray before, 
but this was diKerent. Not desperate. Not bargaining. Grace was 
not clinging to anything. She was releasing something. Aisha had 
no word for what she was seeing, so she placed it where she kept 
all the things she did not yet understand. 

Harjit taps his knee, a metronome against the tightening air.
PMaybe rats,D he oKers too casually.
;avid’s head tilts.
PRats don’t laugh,D he murmurs.
qhe silence holds, not empty, but listening.
And something else listens with it.
qhen it comes again.
Laughter.
Not sound.
Not voice.
A vibration at the edge of perception.
Like memory remembering itself.
Reality buckles, the seam of it stretching like wet parchment.
qhe veil doesn’t just fray: it thins, sighs, begins to weep.
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And something ancient, without breath, without form, leans 
close.

Not to cross.
qo witness.
Fear makes the invitation.
Not to escape.
qo be entered.

qhe cold deepens, past ”esh, past bone, into the root of memo-
ry. Aisha shivers. She longs for sleep, but here, dreams do not 
soothe" they claw, they convulse. qhey are battlegrounds. She 
senses eyes upon her yet cannot bring shape to the feeling, can-
not name it.

She fears only what she cannot name. qhe fact that she is 
unwilling to visuali“e what surrounds her unseen is her weakness. 
But Essence knows that her story is not Tnished.

Aisha shifts closer to Hassan, not by choice, but by instinct older 
than war. Even in sleep, he's Tghting something. qhere is a mark 
upon him.

He is in danger. Not just from this place. But from something 
turning beneath it.

Aisha tells herself it doesn't matter. qhat none of them matter. 
qhat attachment is weakness, sweetness that curdles under tor-
ture. But the lie doesn't hold. Not with Hassan.
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And if I'm honest, even we who do not bleed have our moments. 
We watch. We ache. We learn what truly matters. Not just her. 
Him. All of them. <s. qhis isn't a haunting. qhis is a thinning.

Even  now,  spirits  circle  overhead  like  vultures.  Memory 
breathes. And the wallsU

qhey are learning their names.

qhe memory returns without invitation.  No polite knock. No 
warning dream. Just a blade through zuiet thought. qhat’s how 
the truest ones arrive, zuiet not because they are weak, but 
because they are unresolved.

It was the night of the roundup. At one point in time, a time 
already too late to stop what was coming, a zuiet emanation 
signaled the beginning. So subtle, I nearly missed it. But Lakita 
caught it immediately.

qhe crowd moved like a single animal, frightened, fro“en. Mud 
sucked at their feet. Steam lifted from skin like smoke oK damp 
kindling. Confusion held panic hostage for one more breath, just 
long enough to delay what should have been impossible. 

qhen, the gunTre.
Sharp. Final. A sound that doesn’t ask for interpretation. It 

doesn’t echo, it erases. It rewrites the air and everything breathing 
in it.

And Hassan moved forward.
Not to hide. Not to run. Not even toward Aisha, whose scream 

might’ve summoned a thousand hands, if even one soul had 
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courage. He moved without calculation, without command, only 
conviction. Into the open. Into the line of Tre.

He moved toward the one who couldn’t move fast enough.
;avid’s mother.
A woman he did not know. qhe same woman whose name ;avid 

now folds into the =addish, like a breathless goodbye whispered 
to a dying relative.

He doesn’t know she didn’t die alone. He doesn’t know or re-
member that someone stood between her and the bullet. qhat 
someone lived. qhat someone wept for her as if she were his own.

 But Aisha remembers. And so do I.
She saw the choice, the shield, the impossible survival no one 

speaks of. She has carried the truth in silence because some 
truths are too sacred for history. 

Hassan saw her falter, not collapse, just a stumble. A half-step 
in slick mud. But it was enough. qhe Black Brigade raised their 
ri”es. Hassan stepped into the line of Tre.

In that instant, he moved, not out of loyalty or duty, but because 
standing still felt like betrayal.

qhe weapons were Tred with full intent to kill an innocent, 
harmless old woman. 

All could hear his voice boom like thunder. He didn’t whisper. He 
shouted at the men with guns. Not with panic. Not with hope. But 
with that rare, doomed thing humans call conviction. Integrity.

As if sound alone could stop death. As if morality might interrupt 
machinery. As if the soul’s cry could outrun a bullet.

qhe shot rang out. And yet he did not fall.



J. P. SAN108

qhis is the pivotal moment. qhe kind that tests the grit of any 
creature. qhe moment that reveals something more than instinct, 
more than survival.

I have seen gods retreat, spirits scatter. Even Celestials ”ee, 
driven by nothing but the imperative of self-preservation.

But not this man.
His mettle has been tested. And his soul has been found worthy.
Aisha saw him lower to the ground, not from injury, but from the 

weight of her body in his arms. It wasn’t blood that brought him 
down. It was surrender. Not to violence, but to loss. qo the brutal 
arithmetic of sacriTce in a world already tipped toward cruelty.

He didn’t run. He stayed. Not out of pride, not even out of 
principle, but because leaving would have made the sel”ess act 
incomplete.

And no one credits him, even the old woman.
qhe bullet passed but not through him. His body had braced for 

the end, fully expecting it. And yet, it never came. 
;avid, in his zuiet faith, believes his mother died alone. He bows 

his head each night, lips whispering =addish like a spell, not to 
summon her back, but to hold the silence together. He succumbs 
to the will of the Creator believing that every one of his responses 
is in recognition of the Creator's purpose.

An actionable hope that prayer binds the ache into something 
resembling meaning.

He clutches her memory like a worn photograph, its edges 
frayed by time and grief.

;avid doesn’t know someone stood between her and death. 
qhat her Tnal breath was cradled in the arms of a stranger, a man 
he'd been taught to fear, by his mother no less.
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He always hears stories of those who hate his kind.
qhe bullet found her, swift, unyielding, as if the world had al-

ready chosen her to fall.
It passed by Hassan, though he stood between. No one saw 

how. No one could explain why. But the result was absolute: she 
died, and he did not.

Aisha knows, and so do I. qhe man who held her had meant to 
take the bullet in her place. When it took her instead, he stayed 
and smiled, so that the last face she saw would hold no fear. He 
closed her eyes gently, his tears falling not only for her but for the 
cruel mercy of the moment. I heard him say, Snna lillahi wa inna 
ilayhi ra)i*un. As nearly as words allow: Indeed, we belong to Allah, 
and indeed, to Him we shall return.> 

While the story ;avid tells is honest, it is incomplete. He hon-
ors her memory, unaware her last moment wasn’t isolation, but 
interruption. A shield. A human shield. A man most would not 
remember. A name nearly erased from every record but this one.

qhe bullet missed him. But his heart had already chosen sacri-
Tce. Not for love. Not for duty. For decency.

And now, here in this cage of stone and cold, Aisha remembers.
And maybe that’s why, despite everything, she cannot let Has-

san slip away.
She pulls him close in the dark. Not with desire. Not with ro-

mance. But with insistence. With memory.
Her arms curve around him like roots refusing to let a tree fall. 

She is not oKering warmth, she is demanding presence. ;emand-
ing that his soul stay tethered to something that still breathes.

But it’s already happening. qhe thinning. It's begun.
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No light. No angel. No divine proclamation. Just the knowing 
that eerie, perfect human sense when a soul begins to drift and 
the body hasn’t caught on.

He is leaving. Not this moment. Not yet. But soon.
She presses her Tngers into the thin fabric of his shirt as if trying 

to stitch him to the now. Her heartbeat thuds like a Tst on a locked 
door.

A tear escapes, unbidden, slow,  tracking the curve of her cheek.
;eep in the belly of this place, laughter. Not a voice. Not even 

a sound. Just a shift in the air. A pressure behind the silence. 
A suggestion that something old is watching. ?atient. ?leased. 
Familiar with this shape of heartbreak.

I have seen this before. Not the dying, death is as common as 
breath. But the staying. qhe refusal to let someone die alone.

It is a kind of grace the body remembers, even when the mind 
forgets.

Aisha may not call it prayer. But I know it as one. And I am still 
listening.



Being Bella

T he nightwinds carry sweetened air. Floral. Deceptive. The 
kind that exists to make you forget what it covers. Our gen-

tleman warden has his own version: terror dressed as cologne, 
charm as a second skin. His destination lies beyond the stone cells 
beneath the church, in another kind of cell entirely. Here, pain 
wears silk. The bars are not iron but Cesh. Wontrol has been per-
fected into something that passes for intimacy. Only the texture 
of suJering changes.

Fear shares the space here, veiled, perfumed. Shispers slip 
between lips that know too much. Nust beyond 't. RicholasL ceme-
tery, down the hill from AosocovaLs cleanest shops, sits the Iittle 
MdmiralLs Tavern. qt overlooks the town. The local police know 
of it. 'o does the mayor. qn the Bnest private chamber, Mlexei 
emerges from the shower. 'team rises. The mirror clouds. The 
windows blur. The Bre crackles, warm and insistent. He has been 
here before. Others have too.

Mlexei wipes the mirror clean, revealing skin still Cushed with 
heat and a face rehearsed to charm and conceal. Sine curls in 
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his glass like a half-uttered spell. Wlassical music drifts through 
the chamber, a lullaby for appetites dressed as civility.

He closes the doors. The night prepares its script. Mnd q prepare 
to watch. 

jortals fortify themselves before a performance: wine, sweets, 
the little armor of a pressed suit or a new dress, a dainty lin-
gerie that leaves nothing to the imagination. They sense, perhaps 
without knowing it, that watching someone elseLs vulnerability 
reGuires its own kind of preparation. q reGuire nothing. q have 
watched scenes like this across centuries, and what q feel most 
keenly is not dread or pity but gratitude, gratitude that q am 
the one holding the ledger and not the one being written into 
it. That relief, if qLm honest, is the only comfort q allow myself 
anymore. q settle in. The night has prepared its script. Mnd q am 
thankful, deeply, Guietly thankful, that my only role is to record 
what happens next. 

He strolls to the vintage leather chair: worn, regal, softened 
by decades of indulgence. joonlight spills across the tranGuil 
pond below, where ducks glide eJortlessly, sending ripples over 
silvered water. Mlexei settles into the cool, Brm leather, leaning 
back with ease.

'wirling his wine,  his mind drifts,  not merely to the Wohi-
ba Eehike en route, but to the delivery girl, and the pleasures 
the evening promises. He savors a slow, deliberate sip, warmth 
spreading through his chest.

M knock, gentle, expectant, breaks the hush.
Mlexei rises. Opens the door.
Mnd there she stands.
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Eella, on the trembling cusp of something not Guite fate: a name 
awaits her inside. Rot hers. Eut tonight she must carry it like silk 
stretched thin over skin.

'he does not want this. Rot exactly. Eut she isnLt running either.
'he leans, toward choice, toward risk, toward a kind of becom-

ing that has no script.
qn this world, will, even fragile, even frightened, is holy.
jake no mistake: she is not powerful. Rot practiced. Rot yet.
Eut she is listening. 'he is learning.
The Bre glows behind Mlexei. Eella steps toward the warmth, not 

because she is cold, but because she knows that the Bre will burn 
with or without her and that direction holds promise.

'he walks deliberately. Eeautifully. Sithout apology.
q am an observer, bound by oath to the Wouncil. Eound to watch, 

not interfere. q record what the world tries to forget, so Nehovah 
may amend His entries in the Eook of Iife.

He does not erase. That is not His way.
Eut the Wouncil must tell Him where the lines need adQustment.
Eella is not here to seduce. 'he is here to survive.
Mnd at her PuardianLs reGuest, q watch with an open mind.
This is not about pleasure. Or not only.
qt is about performance. Yxpectation. The cost of being seen and 

the trick of living for another day.
Mnd Eella, soft as she is, is trying to learn.
Warpe diem.
'he must learn what her audience expects, and how to make 

them long for it, even grovel.
Tonight, she practices.
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'he is not alone. Yven now, another watches, appointed not 
by chance but by Yssence itself. 'he is one of mine, though her 
charge is Eella. Uuiet. 'teadfast. zresent.

q rarely speak the names of guardians q supervise.
Eut now it matters.
Ydna.
Iike all of us, carbon or Welestial, she serves the will of Yssence 

in the turning cosmos. Rot to Qudge, but to witness what Eella 
does with the name sheLs been given. Mnd to oJer counsel when 
she can.

Ydna watches Eella. q watch Ydna watching Eella.
Eella remains oblivious, blessedly so. 'he is far too busy being 

Eella.

Then, a knock.
jeasured. Deliberate.
qt slices cleanly through the hush.
Mlexei rises and opens the door. 'he stands framed in the 

amber light of the hall, a robe clinging gracefully to her frame, 
gold earrings catching the Breglow. Net-black hair, unbound, spills 
over her shoulder like a velvet curtain.

For a moment, Qust one, he is elsewhere.
"oung again. M bull in his prime. His face unlined, his knuck-

les unbroken, his body unscarred. The man he once was rises 
through the man he has become. The Brelight reshapes her, not 
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Eella. jemory. The lashes. The eyes. That impossible blend of 
vulnerability sharpened by deBance.

Heat coils within him. 'omething old. KnBnished. He places a 
hand on her shoulder. Ieans in. Iips gra?e her cheek.

;Pood evening, Misha.;
Eella Cinches, slightly. Rot from fear. From recognition. He does 

not see her. He sees something else. 'omeone else.
Mnd still, she smiles. M gentle smile, carefully measured. M 

pause. Then:
;jy name is Eella.;
Mlexei studies her, eyes narrowing, mouth softening, but he still 

does not see her. Rot really. He never does.
;Misha,; he repeats, softer this time, a whisper shaped like a 

wound.
Eella breathes. …eeps the tremor in her chest where it belongs.
;'ir,; she answers calmly, ;you know my name.;
Mlexei strokes his chin, a smirk curling at its edge.
;q heard.;
Today is a stage, and Mlexei intends to direct the scene. The past 

may be etched in ash, but tonight he believes it can be rewritten.
Eella stands at the edge of his myth: survivor, symbol, siren. He 

does not reali?e she is none of these things. Or worse: she is all 
of them, but not by choice.

Her eyes shimmer in the Brelight. Side. jeasured. Fear tucked 
neatly behind the shine.

;"ou look stunning, Eella,; he says, lingering on the name like 
itLs borrowed. He nods toward the small table, two glasses wait-
ing, already breathing.

;Do you like working for MnechkaX;
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His tone is casual, but Eella hears the audition behind it.
;'he treats me well,; she replies, lifting the glass with steady 

Bngers.
Mlexei begins his monologue, part seduction, part scripture. 

Tales  of  power.  Eusiness.  Somen.  Iies  wrapped  in  velvet. 
Mchievements lacGuered in wine.

Eella listens, nodding at the right moments. 'he glances at the 
closed door. Iocked.

Her mind drifts, past the furniture, past the Bre, to the Guiet 
place where her true name waits.

He notices the drift. The slight delay in her ga?e. Mnd pivots.
;Mre you nervousX; he asks, his robe shifting as he leans back, 

revealing the edge of intent.
;M little,; she says truthfully. ;qLve never done this before.;
M Cicker, surprise, curiosity. Then she smiles, adQusting:
;Rot like this.;
He happily remembers her red name tag on her waitress uni-

form. He had spent the day in anticipation of this moment. He 
softens, reassured.

;Pood. Ro one is forcing youX;
;Ro,; she says, without Cinching. ;q want this. q need the money.;
He nods, pleased.
;jy cigar.;
'he moves smoothly, oJering the box like a ritual obQect. He 

takes it, lights it, watches her through the glow.
;'mart girl. "ouLve got the right temperament. Mnechka will 

guide you.;
He exhales a trail of smoke, approval curling at its edges.
;Tonight,; he adds, ;qLm Qust another client.;
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Eella nods. Rot shy. Rot eager. zoised.
;qLm here to please you,; she says, not to him, but to the space 

between them. M pretense. M spell. M mantra.
;qtLs Qust a role,; she adds softly. 'omehow that makes it truer.
;The robe,; Mlexei gestures.
EellaLs Bngers hesitate, only for a skipped heartbeat, before she 

loosens the knot.
The robe slips from her shoulders, smooth and deliberate.
'he lets him watch. 'he feels his ga?e.
To be desired is power.
Iet him want.
Her body is not submission. qt is strategy.
Shat Mlexei sees is skin.
Shat Eella performs is presence.
Eut q see what stirs beneath the surface: a name unmoored 

from Cesh, a soul deciding where to land. Mnd beneath it all, the 
faintest trace of Whaos, YssenceLs counterpart, Cickering like static 
across the cord of fate. q log it for my report.

He sees Misha.
Eut Eella remains.
'he steps forward, not as the woman he names, but as the girl 

who knows what a name means to a man like him. 'he moves 
with conBdence born not of belief, but of calculation.

Eella is poor, vulnerable, forgotten.
Eut tonight, that story is dressed in red silk and mistaken for 

something else.
Iet him name.
Iet him imagine.
Iet him ache.
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'he knows exactly who she is.
Mlexei exhales slowly, watching her.
;ThatLs better,; he murmurs. ;Row you understand.;
'he does not correct him. 'he doesnLt need to.
'he breathes deeply, stepping closer, letting him see what he 

wants, and nothing more. Wool air brushes her exposed skin, 
sharpening her senses. Her nipples stiJen, not with shame or 
fear, but with the physical truth of the moment. Aeal. zresent.

;Turn around,; he commands softly, voice warm and coaxing.
'he obeys, not from obedience, but from discipline. From con-

trol. 'he arches slightly, oJering not submission but precision.
His ga?e and his hands travel slowly, savoring every inch. 'he 

feels it, the unmistakable weight of his wanting.
Mnd for the Brst time, she understands: this body, her body, is 

not a mask.
qtLs a boundary.
He may call her Misha.
Eut only Eella decides what he gets to touch.
Mnd tonight, he doesnLt even know who heLs reaching for.

Mlexei lifts the hem of EellaLs satin slip, his ga?e drifting down-
ward, absorbing every detail.

His low, husky growl says everything. Shat rises inside her is not 
a form of surrenderV it is calculation sharpened by heat. 'he feels 
his wanting and studies it, the way a survivor studies a choppy sea 
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before daring to dive in. M part of her sees the warning signs and 
yet gives in anyway.

;Wome here,; Mlexei whispers, his warm breath skimming her 
skin, making her heart Guicken Qust a little. The closeness sends 
another Qolt of excitement through her, nurturing a fragile strand 
of conBdence. His warmth surrounds her, his ga?e heavy, bla?ing 
with a desire that sears straight through her composure.

Eella leans into the old man, drawn by his desire and propelled 
by the rising passion within her.

'he feels his hands pull her in slightly from the back of her 
slender thighs. He kisses gently down her waist, slower than she 
expects, his mouth trailing toward her inner thigh.

'he glances down at the top of his head, wondering if sheLs 
doing any of this right. Her experience is limitedV she thinks more 
than she feels, and she knows it. 'heLs relieved he didnLt kiss her, 
that would have been too much, too close. 

Then, his tongue teases her, Qust lightly.
Her thoughts scatter. The moment overtakes her. "et even 

as her body reacts, she senses something inside remains still, 
watching, measuring, learning: the part of her that has never once 
confused pleasure with safety. 

Mnticipation rises, neither romantic nor tender, but undeniably 
real.

A moment of clarity strikes her, this isn't just about power, it's about 
control. She has him exactly where she wants him.

'he closes her eyes, Qust for a moment. 'he lets herself feel it, 
but not for too longV she canLt risk losing control.

Then Eella feels him looking up at her, his breath warm against 
her skin. 'he meets his eyes.
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There's a spark, real, but not romantic. I know what she's thinking: 
closer to chemistry than connection. I can read it on her face the way 
one reads a map.

Shen he rises, his mouth Bnds hers with a practiced certainty.
'he lets it happen, not because sheLs changed her mind, but 

because in this moment everything feels inconseGuential, purely 
physical. 'he tells herself that.

The kiss is long, playful, intentional.
'he catches the scent of her own arousal mixed with the faint 

edge of cigar smoke, and it surprises her how much she likes it.
'he isnLt thinking anymore, not about tactics, not about identity.
Her thoughts shift to sensation alone: color, heat, and soft tones 

q cannot name.
Mfter what feels like a brief, lovely eternity, she moves closer, 

drifting in a soft state of forgetfulness. His strong hands settle at 
the small of her back. Her lips brush softly against his ear. ;qLm 
ready,; she whispers. For a moment, she forgets why she is with 
this man at all. Sith Guiet conBdence, her hand Bnds the back of 
his head. 'he guides him downward, over the expanding rise of 
her chest, drawing him into her warmth, not submissive, but sure.

The scent of her arousal lingers between them, thick enough 
to taste. Mlexei inhales it with a long, deliberate breath, his grip 
tightening as he pulls her closer, not enough, never enough. 
His breathing deepens, warm and ragged against her skin. 'he 
feels his mouth return to her body, and her own breath catches, 
following where his lips lead. 

He holds her tightly, possessive, almost desperate as though 
closing the gap between them might somehow make him whole.
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'he repositions herself, straddling her right leg over his shoul-
der. Mlexei smiles, clearly pleased by her movements. His hands 
settle on her hips, guiding her with a gentle but insistent grip. 
;Iower,; he urges, his breath warm against her skin.

EellaLs eyes drop to the robe, her mind racing with anticipation 
edged by trepidation. 'he hesitates, her inexperience leaving her 
unsure of how to proceed.

Mlexei senses her uncertainty and, with a gentle smile, starts to 
loosen his robe. Ms the fabric falls open, revealing him beneath, 
EellaLs ga?e is pulled toward himV her expression blends fascina-
tion with apprehension.

Ms the Bnal layer of mystiGue falls away, she studies him, un-
Cinching, but not without thought.

HeLs aroused. Wontained. Aeal.
She studies him the way an engineer studies a cathedral, less for 

worship than for structure. Something once imagined, now standing 
before her: solid, undeniable. I've seen this before: the moment when 
fantasy becomes fact. It's remarkable how quickly the mind adjusts, 
how quickly fear transforms into something else.

The head is smooth and taut, already slick with arousal. His 
shaft curves slightly, veins rising beneath the surface like delicate 
wiring.

'he observes everything: the density of him, the symmetry, the 
way he twitches subtly, unconsciously. 'heLs fascinated, not by 
lust alone, but by the fact of him. The anatomy. The architecture. 
M living structure once conBned to diagrams and whispers, now 
real, near, oJered.
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I do not often describe the body in such terms, but her gaze de-
mands it. Tonight, it becomes its own quiet theology, and I must follow 
where it leads.

Eella compares without intending to the few partners sheLs 
known, the whispered descriptions from her zersian friend, even 
the soft-focus porn they once laughed at together. This isnLt ide-
ali?ed or exaggerated. qtLs present. Mlive. Dangerous because she 
is>because she enQoys sex. For a Ceeting moment, she QustiBes 
it to herself: this is work, perhaps the only skill she has and she 
could get used to it.

Eella inhales, steadying herself. There is no blueprint for this, 
no precise measure, no reliable schematic to follow. 'he pauses, 
catches herself, then glances around the room and gives a small 
shake of her head. This isnLt a Qob, she tells herself.

Her Bngers close around him, gently at Brst, testing the weight, 
the texture. HeLs warm, pulsing. 'he watches his breath stutter 
slightly. That, more than anything, emboldens her.

'he moves slowly, purposefully. Rot coy. Rot sultry. Wurious. 
Determined. ThereLs control in that, her way of turning confusion 
into method.

His body responds. He thickens slightly in her grip. His hips shift 
closer. Mnd for the Brst time, she feels it, not Qust analysis, but 
impact.

She's aFecting him. She has his full attention. And I feel her knowl-
edge of it bloom inside her, powerful and unexpected. Oor a moment, 
she disappears. In her place, something older. Aisha. Br the memory 
of what he thinks Aisha was. The transformation is instantaneous. I 
watch it happen and I am, if I'm honest, pleased with myself for seeing 
it.
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M light rap at the door. EellaLs eyes widen as the door slow-
ly opens. Mlexei, an elderly statesman of leisure, sees what he 
wants: large, adoring emerald eyes submitting to him. He smiles, 
reassuring.

The moment fractures, but it does not vanish. The atmosphere 
still hums, desire suspended, not extinguished.

EellaLs hand moves toward her robe, Guick but measured. 'he 
ties it, Qust tight enough to shield herself, but not to hide. M Cutter 
catches in her chest. 'hould she have waited for MnechkaX The 
Guestion stabs her like ice. Sas she supposed to waitX

M Cash of doubt sweeps over her, cold and sharp, too late to 
resolve. Her thoughts scatter as she wonders if she went too far, 
out of line, exposed. M nerve hums beneath her skin, tightening 
the knot in her stomach.

Mlexei grins. ;jy love.;
;One of many,; MnechkaLs voice slices through the tension, teas-

ing, slow, and deliberate. 'he steps into the room, her eyebrows 
rising as she takes note of MlexeiLs obvious bulge beneath his 
robe. MnechkaLs attention shifts to Eella, measuring her with that 
Guiet conBdence, a reminder of her dominance. 

Mnechka walks to the velvet Iouis ?@ knockoJ chaise and tosses 
her gloves and overcoat, revealing the soft tone of her skin be-
neath a red satin teddy that catches the light, framing her form 
with elegance and power.
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Eella straightens slightly, unsure if the moment calls for apolo-
gy, or simply more waiting. Her pulse stirs with the uncertainty of 
not knowing what Mnechka expects, but Mnechka doesnLt need to 
say anything. Eella already knows that this moment is not for her 
to dictate. Yverything from here on out is for her to learn.

'he steps into the space as though she owns the air itself. Her 
ga?e sweeps deliberately: half-Blled glasses, a discarded robe, the 
warm edge of intimacy still hanging in the air like mist and lands, 
Bnally, on Eella.

;'tarting without meX; she asks. Her voice is soft, measured. Eut 
there is no surprise in it, only assessment.

Eella straightens, a gesture of grace rather than defense. There 
is dignity in her movement. ;Only preparing,; she replies. 

MnechkaLs smile deepens, not warmth exactly, but the particular 
pleasure of a woman who has arranged the room, the evening, 
and the players, and is now watching it unfold exactly as she 
intended.

;"ouLve been busy,; she murmurs, now behind Eella. ;ThatLs 
good.;

Her Bngers brush EellaLs shoulder. The touch is not aJectionate. 
qtLs evaluative.

;The clients want conBdence,; Mnechka says. ;Eut never arro-
gance. "ou understandX;

;"es,; Eella answers, softly. Eut Brmly.
Mnechka glances toward Mlexei. ;Mnd youX qs she what you imag-

inedX;
His voice is Guiet, reverent. ;Eetter.;
MnechkaLs smile deepens. 'he lowers herself to her knees be-

side Eella. Eella tenses, not from confusion, but from the sudden 
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closeness of someone who, until this moment, existed above her. 
Mnechka pats her back, a small, steady pressure between the 
shoulder blades. qtLs alright. The gesture is almost maternal.

Sith a glance up at Mlexei and a wry grin, Mnechka Qoins her, 
lips moving slowly, tongue working with a deliberate rotation that 
is less passion than pedagogy. Eella watches from inches away, 
close enough to study the method.

Mfter a few minutes, Mnechka draws back, guiding Eella forward. 
'lowly, they begin the duet, moving in synchronicity. Rot Guite by 
accident but by design, their lips meet at the crown. Eella takes 
him deeper, her mouth closing around him until her lips press 
Brmly against MnechkaLs, mouth to mouth over him, an intimacy 
she hadnLt prepared for. 'omething Cickers across her face, there 
and gone. Mnechka catches it. Reither of them acknowledges it.

Mnechka pulls away, a thread of saliva catching the Brelight. 'he 
doesnLt wipe it.

Eella continues alone, trying to mirror MnechkaLs rhythm: slow, 
deliberate, unhurried. Then she feels MlexeiLs hand settle on the 
back of her head, hears the low groan sheLs been waiting for 
without knowing it. M small relief Coods through her. I feel her 
emotion and the validation it gives her. She believes she has pleased 
her examiners. The thought is small, but I catch it, the way relief can 
feel like success when you've been taught that survival depends on 
pleasing others.

Mnechka rises, gives Mlexei a long kiss, letting him taste whatLs 
Qust been done to him before crossing to the sofa, settling with 
the kind of grace that suggests years of wielding power from a 
reclined position. 'he does not lounge, she reigns.
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;zour me a glass,; she says to Mlexei, and then, to Eella, ;Won-
tinue. qLm watching.;

q watch, but q do not intrude. There are rites older than my wings, 
and even we do not interrupt them.

Ydna twitches slightly. Our spirits do not speak, not overtly, but 
q feel her awareness sharpen. 'he observes Eella as q observe her, 
and still further, q feel the currents ripple outward. 

'omething has begun, more than seduction. M transformation. 
M test. M rite.

Mnechka reBlls her glass. The Bre settles. Mnd Mlexei, watching 
Eella from across the room with an expression Eella cannot yet 
read, reaches into the inside pocket of his robe and withdraws 
something small. M photograph. He does not show it to anyone. 
He looks at it for a moment, Qust long enough, then tucks it away.

Eella does not see his face in that moment. Eut q do.
He has been waiting since the night he made waiting perma-

nent. q do not think he knows this. The most costly mistakes rarely 
announce themselves as such.

He glances at Eella, at the line of her Qaw, the particular way she 
holds her shoulders and something shifts in his expression. Rot 
desire. Aecognition. Or the ghost of it. The way a man looks at a 
copy when what he wants is the original.

;Misha,; he says, Guietly. Rot to anyone. Rot Guite.
Mnechka hears it. Her eyes move to him, Qust brieCy, Qust long 

enough and what she sees there is not a man lost in the room 
with her. qt is a man standing in a diJerent room entirely, reaching 
for someone neither of them is.

'he says nothing. 'he raises her glass instead.
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Eella hears the name too. She (les it in the place she keeps things 
she does not yet have language for: the same place she (led the 
locked door, the photograph, the particular quality of his wanting 
that never quite landed on her. She does not know yet what the name 
means. )ut she knows she is not it. She knows she has never been it. 
And she tells herself this is fortunate, though some part of her, the 
part that still holds hope, is not entirely certain she believes it.

Mnd far across the city, as night thins and light begins to push 
through rusted bars, another kind of deal stirs in the darkness.

qt, too, is being watched.



Aisha's Vision

I watched David keep to the wall while Harjit paced the cell.

Hunger was wearing them down. Humiliation clung to them 
even more closely than the cold. But neither of those things was 
remaking Harjit.

Hatred was.
Not the kind that bursts and burns out. The kind that settles. 

The kind that hardens.
Harjit carried it in his shoulders now, in the measured set of his 

jaw, in the way his anger no longer Fashed and disappeared. It 
stayed. It gave him shape. ’rom a distance, someone might have 
mistaken that for strength.

David almost did.
He watched Harjit with the uneasy attention of someone who 

wanted to understand suzering and had only ever inherited it at a 
distance. He knew the old family stories. Trains. Numbers. Names 
that had thinned into whispers in his grandparents“ mouths. He 
knew enough to recogniWe damage when he saw it.
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But Harjit“s certainty was not a lesson passed down through 
memory. It was not a scar polished by retelling.

It was fresh. It was inside the room with them.
David broke the silence ?rst.
”qhat“s your family likeYA
The Cuestion was plain enough, but Harjit stopped pacing and 

looked at him as if he had reached for the wrong wire.
”Sou barely speak to me,A he said. ”Gnd that“s what you want to 

knowYA
David did not look away. Poncern came naturally to him. Oo did 

the instinct to move toward pain, even when he had no idea what 
to do with it once he got there.

”I“m trying to understand.A
Harjit let out a short breath through his nose.
”I“ve seen you with Mrace,A he said. ”…raying for them. ’or us. 

qhatever it is you think you“re doing.A
David opened his mouth, but Harjit kept going.
”qe“re Oikhs,A he said. ”’rom …unjab. I won“t pray with her.A
:ne hand rose to his shoulder, ?ngers pressing beneath the 

collarbone before he rolled the tension from his neck. It was 
not nervousness. It looked practiced, almost ceremonial, as if his 
body still remembered forms of order his life no longer allowed.

”It“s our way,A he said more Cuietly. ”Oervice. :neness. Muru 
Nanak taught us that.A

David listened. He waited for a moment before responding. 
Then he looked Harjit directly in his eyes and said, ”qe believe 
in one Mod too,A he paused. Then after a moment. ”Sou wear a 
turban, we wear a kippah. xaybe we“re not soEA

”It“s called a dastar.A
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The correction came fast and clean.
Harjit held David“s gaWe until he nodded.
”xy father said our kesh, our uncut hair, kept us in the form 

Mod gave us.A His voice roughened. ”It wasn“t decoration. It wasn“t 
custom. It was a vow.A

David heard the opening in that sentence and stepped into it 
too Cuickly.

”But the guardsYA
Harjit“s face changed.
”But the guards took that from you,A David ?nished.
’or a moment Harjit did not speak at all. His hands opened and 

closed once at his sides, not Cuite ?sts, not Cuite steady.
”It would have been better if they had killed me,A he said.
The cell went still.
”They didn“t just cut my hair. They broke my word.A His voice 

thinned, then steadied by force. ”Do you understandY It was who 
I was.A

David had grown up thinking he knew the shape of holy things 
taken by violence. He had thought history might have prepared 
him for the sight of sacrilege in another man“s mouth.

It had not.
This was not memory. It was not inherited grief. It was a wound 

standing in front of him, still open.
Harjit looked away, ashamed of the wetness in his eyes and 

furious at it.
”It doesn“t compare,A he muttered. ”qhatever stories you carry. 

This wasn“t only dignity. It was everything.A
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David felt that truth land without argument. qhatever kinship 
he had tried to ozer a moment before now seemed thin, almost 
childish. He wanted to say something useful. There was nothing.

Harjit dragged in a breath that shook on the way out.
”I will make them pay.A
He did not raise his voice. He did not need to. The words 

dropped into the room and stayed there.
David said nothing.
In the silence, his thoughts went brieFy to Mrace- the steadiness 

of her prayers, the way mercy sat in her without softness, like 
a spine rather than a veil. Then back to Harjit, whose grief had 
already begun to turn into something harder.

Oome people broke. Oome hardened. He was only beginning to 
understand the dizerence.

Harjit lay down at last, but the vow remained in the air after him.
I marked it.
Oleep did not come to Harjit so much as eLhaustion dragged 

him under.
He lay rigid on the mat, eyes ?Led on the ceiling until the stone 

above him blurred. Kach time he closed his eyes he saw hands 
in uniform, heard laughter, felt the sick lightness of his head 
afterward. Not just the loss itself, but the violation of it. The public 
stripping8away. The way shame had entered him and refused to 
leave.

His breathing turned ragged. Then slower.
Gt last he slipped into dream.
G woman stood before him in a pale shimmer that did not Cuite 

become light. Gisha had spoken of her before- 9akita. Harjit knew 
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the name, but knowledge did nothing for his ease. The dream did 
not soften around her. The air remained thick, charged with grief.

Ohe looked at him as if she could see the rage moving through 
him like weather.

”Harjit,A she said, and her voice was gentle enough to irritate 
him. ”Kssence understands your pain.A

He wanted to turn from her. Kven sleeping, he wanted to refuse 
comfort that had arrived too late.

”But vengeance alone will not restore what was taken,A she said. 
”Sou are not being asked to forget. Sou are being asked not to 
become only this.A

His mouth moved before the dream would let sound out. Ohe 
seemed to hear him anyway.

”Trust Gisha,A 9akita said. ”Kssence chose her for reasons not yet 
clear.A

The shimmer around her dimmed.
Harjit tried to hold on to anger as the dream loosened, as if it 

were the only thing that still belonged to him.
qhen he woke, the ache in him was unchanged.
The warden slept badly. He always did.
Gnechka“s room was the closest thing to peace he permit8

ted himself. The window overlooked the lake, and moonlight 
stretched across the water in long, pale bands while ducks moved 
through the shallows without sound.

Tonight he slept in her bed with his arm around her middle. 
Ohe had curled toward him out of long practice, one hand resting 
against his chest, asking for nothing.

In the hour before dawn, the room changed.
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Not by much. :nly enough for someone awake to distrust his 
own senses.

9akita was present. Oome presences entered a room. :thers 
simply became impossible not to notice.

Ohe did not touch the warden. Ohe did not command him. Ohe 
only laid a thought where his sleep was thinnest- steam rising 
from a pot, the smell of broth, the satisfaction of scraps turned 
into something useful rather than wasted.

’rom deep inside sleep, his mouth moved.
”I must,A he murmured. ”I must.A
Gnechka stirred and settled closer, half awake. Her lips brushed 

the back of his shoulder. Ohe did not ask what he had dreamed.
Gnother presence arrived behind 9akita“s stillness, colder for 

having no shape.
”Sou were sent to observe,A Telel said. His voice seemed to come 

from everywhere and nowhere. ”Not to interfere.A
9akita did not look troubled.
”G thought is not salvation,A she said. ”They still have hands. 

They still have choices.A
Oilence.
That was often Telel“s most severe answer.
By morning the warden would call for a guard and, with the mild 

impatience of a man who believed every impulse his own, order 
the kitchen scraps taken to the prisoners“ cell. Bones, peelings, 
what could not be used elsewhere. He would think himself prac8
tical. Glmost generous.

9akita lingered a moment longer. Then she was simply not 
there.

qhen the guards left the scraps, nobody spoke at ?rst.
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The ozering was pitiful- a half8cleaned hen, bones, wilted car8
rots, half an onion, bruised greens, and a little water they could 
ill azord to spare. It was more than they had eLpected and less 
than they needed.

Gisha stepped forward and pushed back her sleeves.
”I“ll do it.A
No one argued.
Ohe worked with  the  concentration of  someone who had 

learned  long  ago  that  hunger  punished  carelessness.  Ohe 
stripped the last feathers from the bird, broke the joints with the 
dull knife, and set the bones aside for stock. The vegetables she 
sorted by instinct rather than hope, trimming away rot, keeping 
whatever still had structure.

The pot began with bones and water. The room ?lled ?rst with 
steam, then with the faint smell of onion and marrow. Gisha 
added the herbs she had wrapped in cloth and hidden from the 
kitchen days ago. Ohe did not eLplain where they came from. No 
one asked.

Time passed. ’ire did what ?re could.
The broth darkened. The smell deepened.
David looked up ?rst. ”That smells better than it should.A
Ghmad, seated near the wall, gave the smallest hint of a smile. 

”That“s because she knows what she“s doing.A
Hassan leaned toward the pot and inhaled. ”No. He“s right. It“s 

more than that.A
In the dimness beyond the ?relight, 9akita watched without 

touching anything.
qhatever changed in the room came ?rst through Gisha“s 

hands.
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Gisha stirred once, then again, frowning slightly.
”It“s richer,A she said. ”But still thin.A
Ohe dipped the spoon, tasted, and looked at the pot as if it had 

failed to confess something important.
”It needs body. ’at, maybe. xore scraps if we can get them.A
Ghmad“s eLpression Fattened. ”Bear won“t give us more if he 

thinks we can do something with this.A
”Mod provides,A Mrace said.
Harjit, still raw from the night before, stared into the broth a 

long time before lifting his eyes.
”David has something,A he said.
Kvery head turned.
David swore under his breath.
Mrace frowned. ”qhat are you talking aboutYA
He hesitated long enough to make the silence awkward, then 

reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black pouch.
”It isn“t food,A he said.
Gisha held out her hand. Gfter a beat, he gave it to her.
Ohe opened the pouch, glanced inside, and looked up again.
”Pannabis.A
Hassan blinked. ”Sou traded for thatYA
”G guard traded with me,A David said. ”New one. Hates the 

warden, hates being here, probably hates me too. It was a deal, 
not a favor.A

Mrace leaned closer, caught the smell, and drew back with a soft 
eLhale of surprise.

David rubbed a hand over his face. ”I know how it sounds.A
”It sounds desperate,A Ghmad said.
”qe are desperate,A Gisha replied.
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Ohe pinched the pouch shut again and weighed it in her hand.
”In water, it won“t do much,A she said. ”Not enough. But with 

butter. :r milk.A
David stared at her. ”Sou want to feed it to them.A
”I want them slower than they eLpect to be,A she said.
Harjit“s mouth twisted. ”Gnd if it failsYA
Gisha met his gaWe. ”Then we are where we already are.A
There was very little to say to that.
Mrace looked from the pouch to the pot, thinking.
”I can get what you need,A she said.
Gisha raised an eyebrow. ”’rom whereYA
”’rom a man who thinks he“s choosing,A Mrace said.
Kven in the dark, David could feel the shift in the room. Not 

certainty, eLactly. But direction.
He let out a strained laugh. ”Oo this is the planY Ooup and 

providenceYA
The corner of Ghmad“s mouth moved.
”In BraWil,A he said dryly, ”there“s cozee made from beans a bird 

has already eaten.A
David looked at him. ”Gnd some rich fool decided that improved 

themYA
’or the ?rst time in hours, a brief,  rough laughter passed 

through the cell.
It vanished Cuickly, but it had been real.
Gisha handed the pouch back to David.
”:eep it hidden,A she said. ”Gnd pray Mrace is right.A
”I already am,A Mrace said.
9ater, when the others had settled into the nervous Cuiet that 

comes before risk, Mrace found David sitting apart from the ?re.
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He was staring at nothing.
Ohe crouched in front of him.
”Sou look like a man waiting for the verdict,A she said.
”xaybe I am.A
Ohe studied him for a moment. The room had gone softer 

around the edges with fatigue, but his face was still tight with it.
”Sou stayed,A she said.
He gave a tired half8shrug. ”qhere else was I supposed to goYA
”That isn“t what I mean.A
Mrace lifted her hands and rested them lightly on his head. He 

started, then let himself be still.
Her voice, when she spoke, was low enough that it belonged to 

the two of them alone.
”I give you the peace of the 9ord of Israel.A
David closed his eyes.
The blessing did not solve anything. It did not loosen the walls 

or open the door or undo what had already been done to any of 
them. But it settled in him anyway, small and warm and unwanted 
only because he wanted it too much.

qhen he opened his eyes, she was still there, close enough that 
he could see the steadiness in her.

”Thank you,A she said, ”for being here with us.A
Before he could answer, she kissed him.
Not long. Not tentative either.
G gift, or a benediction, or a reckless thing ozered in a place 

that made people choose Cuickly. By the time she drew back, his 
breath had caught.

Mrace smiled, but only with one corner of her mouth.
”Oometimes,A she said, ”Mod gives strangely.A
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David could think of nothing to say that did not sound foolish, 
so he said nothing at all.

Mrace stood and turned back toward the others at once, her 
tone changing with the clean force of someone stepping into 
work.

”I need milk, butter, water, and clean cloth. Oomething we can 
strain with.A

Gisha looked up from the pot. ”The cloth I can manage. The rest 
depends on Bear.A

Mrace nodded. ”Then get me to him.A
”Sou don“t have to do this,A Gisha said.
Mrace“s eLpression remained calm. ”Ses, I do.A
Gisha held her eyes for a second longer than was comfortable. 

Ohe had spent enough of her life around power to know the 
dizerence between naivete and decision. Ohe had mistaken Mrace 
for the ?rst.

Not anymore.
”I can get the hatch open,A Gisha said. ”xaybe the door, if he“s 

in the mood to be stupid.A
Mrace“s smile sharpened. ”xen often are.A
That earned a short breath of amusement from Gisha, nothing 

more.
”I“ve got soap,A she said. ”Gnd a little makeup.A
”Sou“ve been holding out on usYA
”I“ve been surviving,A Gisha said.
Mrace inclined her head, accepting the distinction. ”Then help 

me.A
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Gisha crossed to her bag and pulled out what she had. G scarf. 
Ooap worn thin at the edges. G small tin. Things too modest to 
look like weapons, which meant they might actually matter.

Gs Mrace gathered them, David watched her with a new kind 
of attention. Not because she had kissed him. Because she had 
changed the temperature of the room without ever seeming to 
push.

Gisha saw that too.
’aith, she thought, could look an awful lot like leverage in the 

right hands.
Together, she and Mrace walked to the door.
’or a few seconds there was nothing. Then the hatch scraped 

open.
Bear“s eyes appeared in the slit, already bored.
”qhat do you wantYA
Gisha began to answer, but Bear“s attention shifted past her and 

settled on Mrace.
The silence lengthened.
Oomething low and private passed between the women. Then 

Gisha stepped back, eLactly as Mrace had told her to.
9ocks clicked.
The door opened.



Getting What They Need

T hey walk the corridor outside the cell, shoes whispering over 
concrete, the air sharp with metal and old fear.

Aisha's eyes Pick toward a side passage where shadows gather. 
bossi"ility hangs in the silence.

Dxon't even think a"out it,D a guard warns through the speaker. 
DThere is one eIit, and it's locked. Gf they spot you, they'll shoot.D

Rrace lifts an eye"row, surprise "rushing her features. DTrust 
me, escape isn't even on our minds. -ight now, G'm more conB
cerned a"out your soul.D

qut "eneath the steady tone, something in her spirit Muivers, as 
if past and present "rush too close together.

:emories rise in Rracez neon lights "laSing over dark streets, 
crimson lips parted in halfBforgotten prayers, a man's hand gripB
ping hers too tightly, the "itter tang of cheap vodka. A friend dying 
in her arms, skin paling like ash.

Hhe closes her eyes. Ler hands clench, not to strike, "ut to hold 
herself together.

DJord Rod, Yehovah Yireh, protect us. qe my shield. G know G'm 
not worthy. Too many times, G've made Fou small in my eyes. G 
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"elieved in a lie, that you were una"le to help me. Norgive me. 
Hhow your might, Jord Rod. blease, protect Aisha. Jet her see the 
light of Four presence. Lelp us in our time of need.D

The words fall like stones, "ut the silence that follows feels sufB
focating. Cothing stirs, only the scrape of "oots against concrete 
and the "eat of her own pulse. There is no answer. There never 
is. qut still, she pleads. Htill she hopes.

Rrace leans against the cold wall, drawing a deep "reath as 
though air alone might "ecome courage. Ler voice softens, nearly 
"reakingz

DNather, forgive me. G never thought G'd "e here again.D
The past "rushes against her mind like …ngertips on glassz faded 

lipstick, the scratch of motel sheets, the memory of men's touch 
that once felt like "oth prison and freedom. Hhe'd left that life. 
jhosen something higher, cleaner.

And yetE here she stands. Again.
She knows what she's doing and believes it is for the right reason; 

God orchestrated everything to come together for His good. That it 
answers a hunger of her own does not trouble her. But she's watched 
other women do this as show: dress up a necessity in God's clothing, 
call the thing they're about to do anyway His will. She always pitied 
them.

DFour will my JordE let me do it with dignity. And pleasure.D
Ler …ngers drift over her lips, recalling prayers once so""ed 

into the darkness. This prayer tastes diWerent, not desperation, 
"ut surrender.

A wry smile tugs at her mouth.
DAnd JordE forgive me for what G'm a"out to do. qut it's "een 

ten years. G know this is part of your design.D
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It's a curious thing, the human plea to feel. To taste warmth and 
trembling, to know xesh not merely as biology but as meaning. 
There's no envy in the observation, only the recognition that certain 
eJperiences belong to one kind of creation, and not another. Yust as 
mortals marvel at wings yet remain earthbound, some mysteries lie 
forever outside one's own nature.

qet still, Wuestions arise. -as she crafted to feel this way for a pur?
pose beyond even her own understandingP Eerhaps some answers 
are not given to those who watch.

Rrace eIhales, shoulders easing Oust enough to keep standing.
DG'm still a woman. And for tonightE let me feel something 

human.D
Across from her, Aisha steps closer to qear, her voice a "lend 

of silk and iron. D-emem"er, qear. Fou get us what we need …rst. 
Then we do whatever.D

Rrace watches her, gaSe unreada"le. Gnside, a sharp purpose 
gleams like a "lade, "right and cold.

qear leans into the doorframe, arms crossed. He has witnessed 
this ritual countless times, women oFering softness as currency. qet 
in each eJchange xickers a Wuestion larger than xesh: whether even 
a desperate trade can preserve a sliver of the soul.

Across from him, Aisha stands composed, her only loyalty to 
survival. zven that single?minded purpose was not the intention with 
which they were created. Humans were fashioned for more than these 
weary transactions of body and fear. But here they are, cursing one 
another with memories destined to haunt them long after xesh has 
cooled.
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qear shifts, his smirk faltering. Lis hand grips the doorframe 
tighter, knuckles whitening. Le doesn't fully understand what's 
happening, "ut something a"out Aisha's stillness unsettles him.

D*verything you asked for is in the kitchen,D he says, his voice 
rough.

Their eyes meet. Ceither "links. Ceither yields.
Hhe doesn't Pirt. Hhe doesn't Patter.
Hhe simply is.
And even he seems to sense that she will leave with everything 

she came for, and somehow, so will he.
Le swallows once. ?hen he …nally speaks, his words scrape 

against the Muietz
D!ne of you can get the stuW. The other comes with me.D
:::
Gn the darkness "eyond, "reath stirs the air, a Muiet eIhale 

leaving no trace. Jakita remains motionless, neither intervening 
nor a"sent, her attention …Ied "ut untouched "y the pull of Pesh.

Rrace turns, a strange "oldness "looming inside her, a freedom 
so rare it hums like Muiet re"ellion. New prisoners ever taste such 
certainty.

DG got this,D she says, calm and steady. DRo ahead and get the 
stuW.D

Aisha hesitates, eyes darting "etween Rrace and the shadows. 
Then she nods, slipping away into the kitchen.

joncern coils around Aisha's spirit. Though they do not think of 
each other as friends in the human sense, there's a "ond "etween 
them that reaches deeper than words, a shared purpose, a silent 
accord forged in places "eyond freedom. Rrace's prayers have 
long carried a plea for Aisha's ful…llment, for her to live a life whole 
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and un"ound. And now, Aisha fears that Rrace may "e the one to 
pay a price too high. Such silent fears carry the shape of prayer, and 
prayers are always heard.

Rrace starts to undress, the fa"ric of her prison gar" peeling 
away slowly, like shedding a skin she no longer recogniSes. *ach 
layer falls to the Poor, Muiet "ut heavy, as if the weight of her past 
is tied to every stitch.

qear watches, "reath caught in his chest, as if something vital 
inside him refuses to move. Le has desired Aisha "efore, drawn 
to her …re, her sharp edges, her …erce will to survive. qut Rrace 
stands in another light.

There's a stillness a"out her. A Muietness that seems to radiate 
from "eneath her skin. *ven unclothed, her presence feels unB
touched in some hidden place where neither man nor memory 
has laid claim.

qear steps forward, pulled "y a thread he has never resisted.
?hen he touches her, Rrace closes her eyes. ?ithin her mind 

rises an image "right as starlightz her god "eside her, hand in 
hand.

Cot shame.
Cot fear.
!nly presence.
A current Pows through her, not for qear, "ut from a higher 

place. Jove un"ounded. Htrength that "elongs neither to muscle 
nor desire. A peace that de…es reason.

Hhe opens her eyes. :eets his gaSe without Pinching.
D:r. qear,D she murmurs, her voice low and certain, Dget comB

forta"le.D
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Ler hands slip into her hair, shaking it loose in a gesture almost 
ceremonial, as though some unseen rite has "egun.

DG'm going to rock your world.D
:::
The heat drains from Rrace's skin, leaving "ehind a thin chill 

that prickles across her arms. Hhe lies still, "reath slowing, her 
nerves alive with the residue of what Oust occurredz sharp, unfaB
miliar, uninvited.

Llesh stirs like this sometimes, even when the soul stands apart. It's 
not love, not safety. It's a xeeting blaAe of control, a sharp gift in a 
world where little obeys her will.

qeneath the aftershocks, a thin thread of fear runs through 
her chest. Nor the …rst time in years, she …nds herself wanting 
more, not more of qear, "ut more of the Peeting freedom that had 
"urned through her veins. And she is grateful for what's already 
passed.

Gn the stillness, she waits for Rod's movement, for mercy to rise, 
not Oust for herself, "ut for the silent ones still trapped in nets of 
suWering, whose prayers go unheard.

DThank you, Jord,D she "reathes, voice trem"ling as tears she 
cannot eIplain rise to her eyes. Hhe can't tell if they are for release 
or for the ache that remains.

Aisha steps into the room, her gaSe sweeping over Rrace, hair 
tangled, skin Pushed, streaks of salt glinting on her cheeks. A 
faint smirk plays at Aisha's lips, though something more compleI 
glimmers "ehind her eyes.

DAre you okay, Rrace;D A note of concern surfaces, then fades 
as Muickly as it appeared, replaced "y recognition of the glow now 
softening her friend's features.
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Rrace freeSes, chest heaving, and manages a small smile, eyes 
shut. Aisha's smirk deepens. D?ho'd have thunk it,D she murmurs 
to herself, and walks away.

Rrace opens her eyes to Aisha's "ack, already nearly gone. 
Djome "ack,D she whispers, too soft to carry.

Hhe wipes her eyes and "reathes a Muiet prayer, careful not to 
let Aisha or qear see the storm stirring inside herz 0ord, take away 
this spirit of fear. 0et me see your divine providence.

A few minutes later, Aisha reappears looking calm. Hhe shrugs 
lightly, voice casual "ut edged with something shrewd. DFou've 
"een holding out on me.D

Nrom the "ed, qear's voice erupts, rough with urgency. Djome 
here, Aisha<D Gt's the moment he has "een waiting for.

Le sprawls on the "ed, legs apart, skin still marked with the 
damp memory of Rrace's touch.

Aisha's gaSe slides to Rrace, and in that silent glance pulses a 
truth deeper than speechz survival demands sacri…ce, and Rrace 
has already given enough for one night. ?ith a faint nod toward 
the kitchen, Aisha makes her intent clear.

Rrace oWers no words. Hhe pulls a tBshirt over her trem"ling 
arms and slips away, leaving silence and heat "ehind her.

DAren't you the lucky one,D Aisha murmurs to qear, her voice 
light and practiced. Hhe has perfected the art of compartmentaliSB
ing herself, slipping into whatever role the moment demands. To 
her, this is Oust another room, another "ody, another transaction.

Hhe straddles his lap, …ngers tracing slow, deli"erate spirals 
across his shoulders. qear leans "ack, grinning, trying to close the 
space "etween them. qut Aisha stays composed, each movement 
a calculated step in the dance of control.



SOUP 147

DCot so fast, !so,D Aisha murmurs.
Ler …ngers Poat across his skin, light and purposeful, never 

lingering longer than necessary. Ler gaSe holds steady in qear's 
eyes, lips parting Oust enough to tease, "ut not to invite. A soft 
"reath escapes her, "arely more than a whisper, unreada"le.

qear tilts his head, eager to claim her, "ut she remains Oust out 
of reach, lingering on the edge of surrender.

Then she leans closer, her lips "rushing his ear, voice slicing 
through the silence like steel drawn from its sheath.

DFou stink, you motherfucker.D
qear freeSes, confusion widening his eyes into something alB

most "oyish.
A sharp laugh "reaks from Aisha, Muick and "right. Hhe slides 

oW his lap "efore he can react, her movements sinuous, her eyes 
gleaming with the thrill of the game.

Aisha catches his wrist with a swift motion, tugging him upright.
Djome on,D she says, her voice smoothing "ack into velvet. DFou 

want to enOoy this, don't you; G'm going to clean every inch of you.D
qear "links, his pride wounded, "ut hunger still drives him 

forward.
DFou have a shower or "ath here;D Aisha asks, her tone "risk, 

"usinesslike.
DFeah. xo G smell;D qear's voice holds an edge of resignation, his 

earlier "ravado slipping.
Aisha gives a tight nod.
Hhe grips his arm. DHhow me.D
Nor a heart"eat, qear simply stares at her. Then she pulls him 

toward the "athroom, hips swaying in a rhythm all her own.
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Gn the kitchen, Rrace hears the echoes of their movement, the 
slap of feet against concrete, the hiss of water striking tile. Aisha's 
cries follow soon after, high and piercing, "raided with practiced 
pleasure. *ach sound cuts through Rrace's concentration, yet she 
keeps her hands "usy, stirring, counting seconds like "eads on a 
prayer rope.

Time unwinds its silent spool. *ventually, the rhythm "ehind the 
"athroom wall transforms, a thunder of Pesh on Pesh, vi"rations 
humming through concrete and steel. Rroans rise and fall, a 
harsh music driven as much "y desperation as desire.

?hen Rrace …nishes her work, she edges "ack toward the 
shower. bassing the "edroom, she sees crimson marks on a pilB
low, spilled items covering the Poor, and an overturned lamp. 
The air hangs heavy, woven of sweat, human scent, and a faint, 
metallic "itterness, evidence of moments "oth surrendered and 
seiSed.

The sheets  remain twisted and damp,  silent  witnesses  to 
Rrace's earlier oWering.

Gn  the "athroom's  haSe,  Aisha straddles  qear's  face,  eyes 
sMueeSed shut as waves of pleasure ripple through her frame. 
This time, her cries are not entirely feigned. qear's hands grasp 
her with a hunger stripped of tenderness, seeking only the raw 
edge of sensation. And even in this …erce collision of "odies, there 
is a fragile mercyz for a few "reaths, neither is captive to anything 
"ut the "right heat of Pesh.

Survival demands masks and performances. But in stolen mo?
ments, 1isha chooses to let her body taste genuine desire. Beyond 
these walls, no one will ever know if her trembling was real or simply 
another eJpertly played role.
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bast the steam and shadows, the world waits, impassive. And 
eyes unseen continue to watch, chronicling every tremor of Pesh 
and every silent pulse of spirit, seeking meaning in the fragile 
space where "ody and soul entwine.



Confession

T he new cell is a deception, though as Ikart likes to say, it’s 
“about as comforting as a jaguar in a party hat o.ering hugs”R

It has beds” -eal beds” Thin, gray sheets tucked with false neatA
ness” v kitchenette” v priFate bath” v small window where sunlight 
struggles through iron bars, slicing the Boor into uneFen shadows” 
Hor a moment, it almost feels like hope”

Gut prisons grant no true reprieFes”
zassan hesitates in the doorway, his Nsts clenching at his sides” 

visha moFes with careful, measured steps, her shoulders rigid, 
braced for the walls to close in” vcross the room, Srace stands 
by the bed, her gaDe shifting between them before locking onto 
visha”

Then laughter”
qot joy” qot relief” Lomething brittle, edged with disbelief” 

visha and Srace collapse onto the mattress, clutching each other, 
laughter shaking their bodies, raw and uneFen, caught between 
sobs and breathless release”

zassan looks away, his gaDe drawn to the window, though he 
sees nothing beyond it”
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EaFid steps beside him, staring past the iron bars at the motionA
less yard” The sky hangs too blue, too bright, its Fastness pressing 
down with Juiet indi.erence”

xife still moFes here, a Juiet deNance that eFen prisons cannot 
entirely silence”

vt the far end, a cluster of chickens scratch at the dirt, heedless 
of the prisoners who watch them, unseen, uncounted” 'Fen small 
creatures liFe by instinct, carrying on as if su.ering were only for 
other beings to endure”

zassan and EaFid remain standing in silence for two hours” 
qeither speaks” Uust watching”

Gehind them, vhmad drops onto a bunk and succumbs to sleep 
instantly, his eMhaustion outweighing eFen Figilance” Gut zarjit 
doesnPt sleep” ze lies rigid, eyes NMed on the ceiling, his anger 
no longer a Nre but something colder, tempered, hardened” OnA
breakable”

Three hours later, silence claims them all”
;orning comes too soon, a mercy for some, a sentence for 

others”
Wale light Nlters through the barred window and lies across the 

Boor, moFing forward with or without mortal consent”
zassan hasnPt slept” :nly vhmad has? eMhaustion won what fear 

could not” The rest lay all night with their eyes open”
"hen the warden’s Foice echoes down the corridor, calling his 

name, zassan knows”
ze knows before he stands” Gefore vhmad’s sharp glance Bicks 

toward him” Gefore visha sits up, her Nngers tightening in the thin 
gray sheets”



J. P. SAN152

Gefore Srace inFokes Sod’s hand upon their liFes” v Ferse stirs 
in Srace’s spirit, and she speaks it aloud in a Foice low yet clearC

“zaFe I not commanded youY Ge strong and courageous” Eo not 
be afraid, do not be discouraged, for the xord your Sod will be 
with you whereFer you go”R

The guards appear at the door” qo words, only eMpectation, the 
weight of power carried in silence”

zassan forces his muscles to obey, rising slowly” visha starts to 
moFe, but he shakes his head, just barely”

“Ltay”R
Lhe says nothing, but her eyes sear into him as the guards pull 

him from the cell, the heaFy door groaning shut behind him”
The room is a boM, windowless, inescapable”
The sharp bite of disinfectant clings to the air, but it fails to mask 

what lies beneathC the scent of blood, sweat, and fear”
zassan’s boots scrape against the concrete as he’s led inside” ze 

controls his breathing, steadying himself against the ineFitable”
The walls close in” The dim light Bickers” Lilence looms”
Then, he sees them”
The instruments”
xaid out with surgical precision, too neat, too careful” Their 

metallic gleam almost taunting under the Buorescents”
Wliers” Lcalpels” LcrewdriFers” Erills”
qot tools”
"eapons”
;emories Bicker through zassan’s mindC his father’s screams, 

the glint of steel, the smell of blood” ze braces himself for what 
feels ineFitable”
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v shadow stirs” The warden steps forward, his presence creepA
ing into the room, heaFy and deliberate”

“Lit”R
v command, not a reJuest, spoken as if obedience were a 

foregone conclusion”
zassan hesitates, only for a second” Then, the chair’s metal legs 

shriek as he sinks into it”
The warden approaches unhurried, the way a man approaches 

a meal he has already paid for” v short, stocky guard steps in, 
face blank, and tightens the restraints around zassanPs wrists and 
ankles without once meeting his eyes”

!I see how you look at her,! he murmurs”
zassan sti.ens”
!zow she looks at you”!
The warden crouches to zassanPs eye leFel, the way a man 

crouches to speak to a child hePs about to disappoint”
zassan doesnPt answer” EoesnPt moFe”
zis throat works once, dry, before he can stop it”
"hat is he talking aboutY
The warden waits” ze has the patience of a man who has neFer 

once been refused”
ze leans in, Foice dropping to something almost conNding” 

!Vonfess” :r eFeryone pays”!
zassan says nothing” The dry click in his throat answers for him”
The warden studies him the way he might study a ledger that 

doesnPt balance” !"hat is she to youY!
zassanPs jaw tightens” !v prisoner”!
!EonPt lie”! The wardenPs mouth curls” !I know what you want”!
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zassan doesnPt answer” ze breathes the way he was taught to 
breathe before a blow lands”

The wardenPs smile widens by degrees” !Eoes your father know 
youPFe fucked that girlY!

vbruptly, the warden’s eyes Bick to a spot where xakita hoFers” 
It’s not sight, eMactly, more a prickle of some halfAforgotten inA
stinct, the faint awareness humans sometimes feel when watched 
by things they cannot see”

I tilt my head in silent warning” xakita returns a single, curt nod 
and dissolFes deeper into the folds of inFisibility, leaFing behind 
not eFen the faintest ripple” The warden blinks, dismissing the 
Bicker of unease, and turns back to zassan”

zassan remains silent”
"ithout warning, the warden spins and strikes him with a saFA

age sideANst” The blow lands hard against zassan’s jaw” zis head 
jerks sideways, a sharp crack echoing o. the walls” Glood blooms 
across his teeth, bright and FiFid”

zassan’s grip tightens on the chair, his gaDe Nerce” !I haFenPt 
touched her”!

The warden’s smile widens” “"e both know what you want”R
“I like her, yes, but nothing’s happened”R
“…ou keep saying that”R The warden slides a photograph across 

the table” “Wictures don’t lie”R
zassan barely glances at it” “Lhe was cold” "e shared a blanket”R
“I could ask little missy”R The warden eMhales sharply, feigning 

weary eMasperation” zis Nngers drift oFer a drill on the tray, its low 
whir sawing into the silence” “;aybe this will jog her memory”R

zassan tenses” “Wlease, don’t”R
“Vonfess, and maybe I’ll just punish you”R
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zassan’s breath Juickens, ragged” “Uust meYR
The warden’s smile is slow, predatory, a wolf circling its prey”
zassan’s heart slams in his chest, a frantic rhythm, eFery muscle 

in his body screaming to Nght back, but the weight of the warden’s 
words presses down like stone”

zis  breath  Juickens”  zis  eyes  dart  to  the  Boor,  thoughts 
swirling, visha, his father” "hat can he sacriNceY "hat truth can 
he a.ord to loseY

“Uust meYR
The warden’s grin widens, cruel and knowing” “Vonfess, or it’s 

your father and visha” I haFe a witness”R
zassan’s body trembles, rage, helpless and useless in the face 

of this” ze swallows hard”
“qo” They’re lying” vnd I don’t care if you haFe a Fideo, nothing 

happened between us”R
“:ne of the guards heard you”R
“ze’s lying” qothing happened”R
The warden’s eyes gleam, saForing the silence between zasA

san’s words, reading him like an open book”
“Hine” Gear, bring them in”R
v cold knot of fear tightens in zassan’s chest” “"ho are you 

bringing inYR
“Wapa Nrst” It’d be a pity to see your girlfriend’s blood spill before 

we’Fe eFen started our discussion”R
Wanic churns in zassan’s gut” The warden doesn’t blu.”
“Ltop*R
The warden and Gear freeDe” 
zassan’s breath Juickens” “I’ll tell you what you want to hear” 

Uust don’t bring them in here”R
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The warden’s smile tightens” “@ery good”R
zassan eMhales shakily, a thin Feil of relief skimming the surface 

of his fear, though he knows better than to trust any reprieFe 
o.ered here”

“I’Fe seen how you look at her,R the warden murmurs” “…ou think 
you’re protecting her, but you’re only making things worse” Tell 
me the truth now, and maybe, just maybe, I’ll make this easier for 
you”R

!xeaFe them out of this,! zassan gasps, desperation raw in his 
Foice” !"e just””” stayed close” Hor warmth”!

The warden leans in, his breath cold” !Eid you fuck herY!
!qo”! The word is a strained gasp”
“I will torture her if you don’t confess” Eid youAR
“…es,R zassan chokes out at last, sacriNcing his own truth in a 

Nnal attempt to shield the two liFes more precious to him than 
his own”

The warden’s lips curl into a slow, Fenomous smile”
“qo” …es” …ou’ll say anything” Eid you think you could play me 

for a foolYR
The smirk Fanishes like a blade snapping shut”
“So get them, and we’ll moFe your worthless ass out of here*R
ze slams his palm against the tray of scalpels, sending metal inA

struments skittering across the Boor in a shrill, clattering cascade” 
Ltraightening, he looms closer, breath rank with bitter co.ee and 
the Juiet arrogance of a man conFinced he commands the fate of 
eFery soul in the room”

“Lhe’s mine now”R
zassan’s stomach clenches as if a Nst has already landed there”
Gut the real pain follows”
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Two guards seiDe zassan before he can react, their grips like 
iron as they Diptie and gag him” :ne drags him down the corridor, 
the other deliFering fast, hard punches and kicks that crack with 
sickening force, each aimed at maMimum pain” Hinally, zassan’s 
thrown into another empty cell, terror hammering in his chest, 
a rhythm of helpless rage” The Nnal blow lands, his head slams 
against the cold concrete Boor” Glood pools in his mouth, metallic 
and sharp” :ne guard spits on the Boor beside him” !"e’ll be 
back”!

Eread seeps into the space left behind, thick and smothering” 
zis body throbs” zis thoughts swim, scattered and Bickering like 
candle Bames in a wind”

vnd then,
The sound of the door creaks open again”
zassan’s Fision blurs, not just from the pain, but from the 

weight of guilt” visha’s face pales as she steps forward, her eyes 
wide with shock” The horror on her face feels like a blade, sharper 
than the guards’ blows”

“zassanAR zer Foice cracks, barely more than a whisper”
ze tries to speak, but his throat tightens, choking on words that 

won’t come”
Suilt Boods him, thick and su.ocating, the weight of his confesA

sion heaFier than any of the physical blows”
vs his Fision fades, darkness oFertakes him”
That night, zassan is summoned again”
qot for Juestions” qot for threats”
Hor judgment, human judgment”
The warden’s Foice slithers through the corridor like oil poured 

oFer stone”
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“…ou lost,R he hisses”
zassan stares into empty air, as though searching for a crack in 

fate itself, and mutters, “This isn’t a game”R
“Take him to the yard”R
The prisoners are led to the obserFation window, forced to look 

out into the courtyard beneath cold starlight” SraFel crunches 
under boots” ;etal doors slam open and shut” The wind carries 
dust and halfAformed prayers whispered by trembling lips” Eim 
lights cast the dirt yard into long, shifting shadows”

The warden stands before them, smiling, a smile carFed from 
cruelty and certainty” HoM hoFers nearby, riBe in hand, eyes Bat 
and watchful”

“zassan”R
visha screams, her face pressed against the glass, leaFing 

streaks of fog and tears”
The warden raises the gun”
vishaPs breath seiDes in her chest” zer Nngers press Bat against 

the glass, the cold of it spreading up through her wrists”
Then the shot fractures the night”
The sound ricochets o. concrete walls, sharp as shattering 

glass”
zassan crumples, his body folding inward as if trying to hold the 

life spilling out of him”
visha’s scream tears through the silence, raw and piercing, a 

sound at once human and holy in its naked agony”
The warden eMhales slowly, saForing the dominion he belieFes 

is his” zis Foice is smooth, measured with the cadence of a man 
who has taught himself to call cruelty righteous” zassanPs head 
rests in a widening pool of blood” …et the most shocking thing, if 
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there is anything left that can shock an angel, comes in a fraction 
of a momentC vishaPs spirit rises from her body, writhing, its colors 
shifting again and again before it slips back into her Besh”

“EeNance has a price”R
zis gaDe settles on visha, cold and possessiFe” Then he glances 

at zassan’s lifeless form”
“Lhe’s mine now” Lhe’ll learn”R
"hen the prisoners are herded back into their old cell, the 

space feels caFernous” zassan’s absence drapes oFer the room 
like a funeral shroud”

visha cannot be comforted” zer grief coils around her spirit, 
tight as wire” Lhe seems hollowed out, each breath a silent battle”

The others moFe softly, as if afraid eFen their footsteps might 
disturb the raw wound of her sorrow”

xater, she did not know how much later, visha reached for 
the notebook” The others were asleep, or pretending to be” Lhe 
opened to a fresh page and sat for a long time without writing”

ThenC
His name was Hassan. He stepped in front of a bullet for a woman 

he did not know. I was there. I will not forget it. I do not yet know what 
I am going to do with that, but I know I will not waste it.

She closed the notebook. She had not written her daughter’s name. 
She did not need to. Her daughter was in every word.

I have stood in the aftermath of many deaths. I have watched the 
living absorb the weight of the gone and redistribute it, into anger, 
into silence, into the particular hollowness that follows the loss of 
someone the world needed and did not keep. I have watched this one 
hundred and sixty times, across as many worlds. The others I know 
only as record. And still it does not become ordinary.
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You should know what it cost to arrive at this moment. Not just this 
night, or this prison, or this particular conWguration of cruelty and 
bad fortune. Vhat it cost across the full length of everything.

In the beginning, the second beginning, after everything had been 
destroyed and remade, there was only the Boid again. Flack, cold, 
nothing. Erom within it came Pssence, neither substance nor absence, 
but the force from which all things draw breath, including the gods.

Eor ages beyond counting, the darkness stirred. -ride and arroR
gance fed upon themselves until everything curdled. Gagnarok came. 
:ods and giants fell alike. All went dark.

Then, from the Boid, out of Pssence itself, two gods roseJ Dehovah 
and Frahma. Vithin them both was a hollow place seeking form. An 
ache that longed to be Wlled.

Together, they turned toward creation.
Fut Dehovah could not sustain what he made. Pvery beauty he 

shaped, he destroyed, not from rage, but from ache. He built worlds 
of stunning intricacy, then unmade them when they failed to satisfy 
the hollow in his chest. He named this urge love. "estruction became 
a language of care.

Frahma watched. Einally, he spokeJ ?Ve embrace desire by buildR
ing, yet when the work is complete, there is nothing left to cherish. Ve 
seek only perfection, but perfection leaves nothing to love. How can 
one cherish without Wrst accepting the Laws of our designq?

Dehovah believed that Frahma, and no other god, could understand 
his thoughts. So he agreed. Yes. No more destruction.

In secret, however, he fashioned something new.
He shaped Cove itself into his own image and set it loose upon 

creation. He called himself Eather and re'uired obedience to provide 
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acceptance. Cove became conditional. A gift dependent upon submisR
sion. To love was to submit. To submit was to live.

Eearing the ruin of all creation, Frahma turned to Pssence for 
balance. Erom that appeal arose the Kouncil of Ancients, Vatchers 
who would guard what the gods had made.

I am one of those who watch the Vatchers. Pssence chose me, and 
I have served since the KouncilOs founding.

I was there.
The cave existed before stone learned to be stone, a wound in the 

fabric of reality itself, not carved but necessary. The Giver of Cife 
pooled at its entrance, and beside it grew the Tree of znowledge, 
its roots drinking from waters that remembered the Wrst moment 
anything ever thirsted.

Ve descended in silence. Frahma Wrst, then the assembled gods, 
their light dimming as we moved deeper. I followed, wings folded 
tight, my presence barely disturbing the air. Pven gods lowered their 
voices in the presence of the Mracle, the ultimate truth.

The Mracle of Pssence sat chained to a stone column in the caveOs 
heart, beside a pool so still it might have been black glass. I noted 
the optics. Pssence could have presented herself as anything one 
could imagine, the zing of zings, a pillar of Wre, a voice without form. 
Instead, she chose to be a frail young woman chained in submission 
in front of a council of paternal gods. She maintained the form of 
a girlJ knees drawn to her chest, bare feet tucked beneath a simple 
robe that seemed woven from spider silk and moonlight. Above her 
right shoulder, a brass key hung suspended in the air, rotating slowly 
as if caught in an imperceptible current. Always within reach. Never 
touched.
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The chain at her ankle was long, perhaps twenty paces, with links 
that chimed softly when she moved, like distant bells. The metal was 
something older than iron. Something that existed before iron knew 
its name.

The Mracle had been weeping. Her face was streaked with tears that 
caught the faint phosphorescence of the pool, and her eyes, when she 
lifted them to regard us, held the weight of every truth simultaneously 
known. The Tree of znowledge grew from a Wssure in the stone behind 
her, its branches heavy with fruit that gleamed like garnets in the dim 
light.

?Spirit of Pssence,? Frahma said, his voice reverent. ?Ve seek counR
sel.?

The Mracle stood. The chain sang its small song.
She walked to the Tree without speaking and plucked a single fruit. 

Three bites. No more. She chewed slowly, deliberately, and I watched 
her expression shift, Wrst wonder, then comprehension, then a grief 
so vast it seemed to age her a thousand years in the space between 
heartbeats.

Then she began to cry.
Not the 'uiet tears that had marked her face when we entered. 

These were sobs that shook her entire frame, raw, inconsolable 
sounds that echoed against stone and water until the cave itself 
seemed to weep. She moved from the Tree to the poolOs edge, then 
to another stone, then to the column where her chain was anchored, 
as if trying to outpace what she now knew.

She could not.
?Mne hundred and sixtyReight,? she whispered.
The number fell like a stone into still water.
Frahma stepped forward. ?Vhat does this meanq?
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The MracleOs eyes bla:ed, not with tears now, but with something 
that made even gods take a step back. A bolt of light shot from her 
Wnger, arrowing through the assembled deities to stop directly in 
front of a sprite perched in the shadows, a Kontroller observer, so 
insigniWcant that I had barely registered its presence.

?Tell them,? the Mracle commanded.
The spriteOs voice was 'uiet, matterRofRfact. ?Mne hundred and 

sixtyReight is the number of destruction cycles fated to consume 
DehovahOs universes.?

Silence.
The Mracle nodded slowly, and the gesture carried the weight of 

Pssence itself, not loud, but absolute. She turned back to the gods, 
her expression holding something close to contempt.

?Mne hundred and sixtyReight worlds built with care and wonder. 
Mne hundred and sixtyReight worlds unmade when that care curdles 
into hunger.? She paced the length of her chain, each step punctuated 
by delicate chiming. ?Eloods. Eamine. Eire raining from skies that fracR
ture like broken glass. Mceans rising to swallow mountains. Khildren 
drowning in their mothersO arms while the earth splits beneath them. 
-lagues that turn Lesh to ash. "arkness that devours light. Silence 
where cities stood.?

BI felt the words settle into my bones” I had suspected” I had 
feared” Gut hearing it spoken, B

?Vhyq? FrahmaOs voice was barely audible.
The Mracle looked at him with pity. ?Fecause he cannot Wll what is 

hollow within him. Fecause he has named his hunger love, and love 
demands perfection, and nothing made can ever be perfect enough. 
Fecause, ?

The cave went silent.
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Not the silence of absence, but of presence, a sudden, total cessaR
tion as if sound itself had been erased from existence. The MracleOs 
mouth continued to move, but no words emerged. Her eyes widened. 
She took a step back, then another, until the chain pulled taut.

I turned.
Dehovah stood at the caveOs entrance, light radiating from him in 

waves that made the shadows Lee. He descended slowly, each footfall 
deliberate, and as he moved the Mracle retreated as far as her chain 
would allow, pressing herself against the far wall.

Her weeping had stopped. Her mouth was closed. Fut her eyes 
screamed everything her voice could not.

?Frother,? Dehovah said to Frahma, warmth in his tone. ?I came as 
soon as I heard you had sought the Mracle. Surely any wisdom given 
should be shared between usq?

The Mracle shook her head, small, frantic movements. Her hands 
grasped at her throat as if she could force the words free, but nothing 
came.

FrahmaOs expression was carefully neutral. ?The Mracle was exR
plaining the cycles of creation. How what is built must sometimes be 
unmade to make room for what comes next.?

?Ah.? Dehovah smiled. ?The eternal return. I understand this truth 
well.?

He moved to the Tree of znowledge and plucked a fruit, examining 
it in the light radiating from his palm. ?;ay Iq?

The Mracle could only stare.
He ate. Mne bite, then another. His smile never wavered. ?Fitter,? he 

said. ?Fut enlightening.?
He turned to the Mracle directly. ?You serve Pssence well, child. Your 

wisdom is a gift to all creation.?
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She Linched as if struck.
Vhen Dehovah Wnally left, ascending back toward the surface with 

that same measured grace, sound returned to the cave like a gasp of 
air after drowning. The Mracle collapsed to her knees, hands braced 
against stone, her whole body shaking.

?He doesnOt know,? I said 'uietly.
?He cannot know.? The MracleOs voice was raw, scraped hollow. 

?Truth cannot reach the one who has made himself its opposite. His 
nature prevents even Pssence from speaking directly to him. He hears 
only what conWrms what he already believes.?

Frahma knelt before her. ?Then how do we stop thisq How do we 
break the cycleq?

The Mracle looked up, tears still streaming. She reached toward the 
hovering key, her Wngers stopping just short, then let her hand fall.

?There is a material,? she said. ?Eorged from opposing principles, 
order and chaos bound together, neither consuming the other. KhauR
vin material. It can 'uiet his nature. Kontain what cannot be conR
tained.?

?How is it madeq?
?Fy two who stand in opposition yet share a single purpose.? Her 

voice steadied. ?Sodo, DehovahOs Vatcher Angel and keeper of law. 
And Cucifer, his perfect creation, wrought with wisdom and beauty 
beyond measure. Cight and shadow. Mbedience and rebellion. Mnly 
they can forge what is needed.?

She paused. A strange expression crossed her face, not 'uite a 
smile, but close.

?You think you know how that story ends,? she said. ?You donOt.?
I have witnessed every cycle that included the Kelestials. Mne hunR

dred and sixty times I have stood guard as worlds were born and 
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Lourished and fell. Mne hundred and sixty times I have watched the 
pattern repeat.

The Khauvin material was forged to protect the creations. The 
Kouncil was formed. The watching began.

BGut that story is not the one I need to tell you today” Today I 
need to tell you about a door creaking open in the dark” B



Diaspora

L ater that evening, gunpre erusto dutoice their le..E xks.doidno 
sdunc the earth, ohafing cuot mrdb the lei.ing anc oencing 

viwratidno thrdugh the Tddr .ife riss.eo dver carf FaterE
yhe cddr lreafo dsenE Hdk o.iso intd the ldrricdr, laremu. ndt td 

we oeen mrdb the lhado we“dncE Nio vdile io .dF, urgentE
Kyibe td gdE Leave ever“thingE yhe zdv““ ”aAafo are hereE'
Hdk hac bace hio la.lu.atidn Feefo wemdre the raic anc it Fao, 

w“ an“ beaoure, an e.egant dneE Ne fneF Fhere the sriodn FaoE 
yhe zdv““ ”aAafo Fantec td fndF Fhere the sriodn FaoE yhe 
tranoaltidn Fao otraightmdrFarcE Ne ld..eltec R.ekeiIo gd.c mdr 
oervileo rencerec anc the ”aAafoI reFarc mdr oervileo rencerec 
in the dssdoite cireltidn, Fa.fec dut dm Bdodldva Fith wdth, anc 
Fao le.ewratec w“ ever“dne Fhd ourvivecE S have Fatlhec ben 
cd terriw.e thingo mdr bdne“ anc la.. it neleooit“E S have Fatlhec 
ben cd neleooar“ thingo mdr bdne“ anc la.. it herdiobE Hdk cic 
ndt la.. it an“thingE Ne oibs.“ l.doec the cea.E 

x.oeFhere,  the Farcen io  awoent  mrdb the ldbsduncE  Ne 
.dungeo Fith Rnelhfa anc ;dhcan in the srivate rddb awdve the 
tavern, a “dung gir. arrangec mdr theb, mdurteen, serhaso pmteenE 
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yhe“ are hicingE yhe gir. Fao dne dm the lhi.cren cios.alec w“ the 
FeefIo vid.enle, her mabi.“ gdneE qhe Fao in neec dm a hdbe anc 
ohe releivec dneO ohe ndF oerveo a ci-erent finc dm neec in the 
Fa“ that the sdFer.eoo a.Fa“o oerve the sdFermu. Fhen nd dne 
io FatlhingE yhe pre io .dFE yhe .iJudr io gddcE Wutoice, the ca“ 
io encing in the sartilu.ar Fa“ it a.Fa“o enco in Bdodldva, Fith 
gunpre anc olreabing anc the obe.. dm thingo wurning that ohdu.c 
ndt wurnE

R.ekei oFir.o hio g.aooE Nio shdne ringo, unanoFerecE
Hdr the wriemeot inotant, odbething Tilfero alrdoo hio eksreo?

oidn, a ouwt.e ohimt, .ife a ban Fhd mee.o a ouccen lhi..E
Rnelhfa rep..o her dFn g.aoo Fithdut Faiting td we d-erecE qhe 

hao never Faitec td we d-erecE qhe Fatlheo the shdne unti. it 
otdso ringing anc oa“o ndthingE

;dhcan obi.eo at ndthing in sartilu.arE Ne hao a.Fa“o ween 
gddc at thatE

’uot a cramt, he te..o hiboe.mE
Ne raioeo hio g.aooE K:here Fere Fe, .acieoG' yhen, Fithdut 

heoitatidn, he tdaoto the airE Kyd a weautimu. mutureE'
Rt that oabe bdbent, walf Fithin the ldbsdunc, the Fdr.c 

eks.dceoE
qhdutoE yhe lralf dm gunpreE
H.aoheo dm buAA.e pre o.ile thrdugh crimting obdfeE ;dcieo ourge 

anc olatter in the carfE
Hdk io a.reac“ in bdtidn, .eacing sriodnero ao s.annecE ;ear anc 

:d.m rebain trassec ceeser inoice, sinnec uncer re.ent.eoo preE 
yhe air viwrateo Fith the olent dm gunsdFcer anc oFeatE
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Lafita Fatlheo mrdb the ohacdFo, e“eo tralfing RiohaMo ever“ 
bdveE ;ut in the oFir. dm vid.enle, odbething e.oe arreoto her 
attentidnP

(raleE
qhe ionMt bere.“ ourvivingE qheMo bdving Fith sursdoeE
LafitaMo e“eo narrdFE yhereMo nd heoitatidn in (raleMo oteso, nd 

Faotec bdvebentE qhe guiceo dthero thrdugh the turbdi. .ife 
odbedne Fhd fndFo srelioe.“ Fhat buot we cdneE

yhio io neFE
ye.e. hao dwoervec hdF Lafita Fatlhec (rale in the saot, the 

Fa“ (rale oteaciec heroe.m in maith, l.inging td sra“er, ouotaining 
heroe.m Fith encuranleE

;ut thioG yhio io ndt encuranleE
yhio io (rale in ldbbancE R .eacerE
xven Lafita reldgniAeo odbething mabi.iar in herE
)“ hanco have never guicec her, Lafita thinfo, wut ohe hao 

.earnec a.. the oabeE xooenle cic ndt lhddoe her, dr cic itG
Derhaso  (rale  hao  awodrwec  bdre  than  FdrcoE  Derhaso 

xooenle hac fndFn (rale Fao beant td we here a.. a.dngE
VSt oursrioeo LafitaE Rnc that oursrioe riss.eo us td be ao Fe..Ej
ye.e. oenoeo the osirito otirring, ndt oseafing in Fdrco, wut in 

viwratidno bdre anlient than .anguageE
yhe pght ourgeo dnE yhe zdv““ ”aAafo suoh mdrFarc, wu..eto 

sunlhing thrdugh ldnlrete Fhi.e sriodnero cive mdr ldverE
(rale cdeonMt thinfE qhe altoE
qhe oeiAeo !avicMo arb, su..ing hib usright wemdre heoitatidn 

rddto hib in s.aleE K:e cdnMt heoitate,' ohe wreatheo, olanning mdr 
threatoE

!avic ekha.eo ohars.“ wut ndcoE Ne truoto herE
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Rhbac hau.o Rioha td her meetE qheMo ceac Feight at prot, griem 
anlhdring her Fhere ohe otancoE ;ut odbething inoice her oti-?
enoE

Naooan Fdu.c ndt have heoitatecE
zeither Fi.. oheE
K)dve Juilf.“,' Rhbac urgeo, hio vdile ohars Fith mearE Kyhio 

ba“ we dur dn.“ lhanleE'
;ehinc Hdk labe andther, Yiser, wrdacer, Juieter, the finc dm 

ban Fhdoe oti..neoo “du dn.“ ndtilec dnle the ohddting otartecE
yhe grdus ourgeo mdrFarcE Hdk anc Yiser larve a ruth.eoo sath 

thrdugh the ldbsduncE
!avic anc (rale oldds us Feasdno crdssec w“ ma..en guarcoE
(rale cdeonMt heoitateE
!avic hd.co hio riTe Fith the oteacineoo dm a ban trainec in the 

S!HE ;ut (rale bdveo ci-erent.“E qheMo ndt Cuot md..dFingE qheMo 
.eacingE

Hrdb the ohacdFo, Lafita Fatlheo, intriguecE
yhe“ sreoo dn, oFimt wut lautiduo, the watt.epe.c a.ive Fith 

obdfe anc olreabing otee.E ’daJuin K”u“a' ;a“ani, the Juiet Hi.?
isind ldbbancd, acvanleo aheacP bethdcila., e—lient, .etha.E

K:easdno here"' Yiser tdooeo a riTe td !avicE Ne mubw.eo it at 
prot, then griso it tight, wreath.eooE

(rale wenco anc retrieveo a oicearb mrdb a ma..en guarc, a.. 
obddth eldndb“ dm bdtidnE

!avic otareo at her, wrdF murrdFecE KUdu fndF hdF td uoe thatG'
(rale cdeonMt anoFerE
qhe oibs.“ ralfo the o.ice Fith sraltilec eaoeE Ner hanco are 

oteac“E Ner e“eo cdnMt FaverE
!avic .eto dut a wreathE
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Lafita, hiccen we“dnc Tilfering ebergenl“ .ighto, oeeo it ndFP
(rale cdeo ndt heoitateE
qhe cdeo ndt TinlhE
Ner maith io ndt FeafneooE
St io lertaint“E
K)dve"' ’daJuin warfoE
yhe grdus ruoheo mdrFarc, culfing .dF ao wu..eto lheF thrdugh 

ldnlrete Fa..oE
(unpre erusto in ohars, re.ent.eoo wurotoE
Hdk anc Yiser larve thrdugh their enebieo Fith .etha. srelioidn, 

.eaving nd tibe mdr ldunterattalfE
NarCit ciood.veo intd the ohacdFoE Ne cdeonMt pre a gunE Ne 

cdeonMt neec tdE Ne io a w.ace, a ghdotE R Fhioser dm bdtidnE qtee. 
latlhing the cib .ightE

R buBec gaosE
R wdc“ ld..asoeoE
NeMo gdne againE
!avic g.ibsoeo a Tilfer dm bdtidn mrdb the ldrner dm hio e“eE 

K!ic “du oee thatG' he burburo td (raleE
(rale cdeonMt anoFerE qheMo a.reac“ bdving, pring ohdrt, e—?

lient wuroto, ldvering their TanfE
Rheac, andther guarc rdunco a ldrner, riTe raioecE
Ne never geto the lhanleE
NarCit ceolenco dn hib in a heartweat, a oFimt, srelioe o.aoh td 

the thrdatE yhe guarc oti-eno, then md.co td the TddrE NarCit .dFero 
the wdc“ in oi.enle, a.bdot gent.e in the geotureE

Lafita ldntinueo td dwoerveE qhe ndteo the ciolis.ine, the ceac.“ 
la.bE ;ut thereMo odbething e.oe in NarCitMo bdvebento, an uncer?
tdF dm sursdoe, a Juiet mur“ that w.eeco intd ever“ otrifeE
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qhe fndFo Fh“E Ne io criven w“ revengeE
!avic anc (rale ma.. intd otes, bdving ao thdugh the“Mve trainec 

tdgether mdr “earoE
Ne oFeeso the .emtE qhe guarco their rearE
R guarc ebergeo, riTe .eve.ecE
(rale preo protE
yFd ohdtoE C.eanE zd Faotec bdtidnE
!avic ekha.eo, ha.m acbiratidn, ha.m ciowe.iemE K!abnE'
Uearo in the S!H taught hib td reldgniAe ofi..E ;ut the Fa“ (rale 

bdveo io ci-erentE zdt bere.“ ldnpcentE zdt bere.“ trainecE
Hear.eooE
x—lientE
(rale ware.“ osareo hib a g.anleE Kqta“ mdluoecE'
!avic ndco, acCuoting hio gris dn the riTeE yhe“ acvanle .ife 

oeaodnec sartneroE
;ut the“Mre ndtE
qdbeFhere wetFeen the obdfe anc olreabo, !avic rea.iAeo 

the truthP
Ne truoto herE
zdt Cuot Fith a FeasdnE
:ith hio .imeE
(rale beeto hio e“eo mdr a mraltidn dm a oeldncE qdbething 

Tilfero there, uncerotancing, oharec reod.veE Derhaso bdreE
;ut thereMo nd tibe mdr bdreE zdt ndFE
KWn be,' (rale drcero, tafing sdintE
!avic md..dFoE
yhe watt.e ionMt dverE
zdt “etE
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yhe Fdr.c rdaro ardunc thebP gunpre, ohdutec ldbbanco, the 
os.atter dm wu..eto againot otdneE

’daJuin grawo RiohaMo arb, “anfing her usrightE Nio gris io prb 
wut ndt unfincE qhe otubw.eo, lruohec uncer ekhauotidn, griem, 
anc mearE

K)dve"' ’daJuin onasoE
Hdr a oeldnc, ohe cdeonMtE
Ner wdc“ io .eacE Ner binc rebaino trassec in bebdrieo dm 

NaooanMo .aughter, hio vdile, hio sreoenle weoice herE
(dneE
;ut then lhado onaso her walfE
Hdk anc Yiser sreoo aheac, o.aohing thrdugh the rebaining 

guarcoE NarCit weldbeo a oi.ent shantdbE (rale anc !avic ldver 
the rear, Tuic anc srelioeE

yhe“ are bdvingE qurvivingE
Naooan Fdu.c ndt have heoitatecE
zeither Fi.. oheE
Rioha l.enlheo her CaF anc mdrleo her wdc“ td dwe“E
xalh otes cragoE (riem l.aFo at her buol.eoE ydd o.dFE ydd FeafE 

zdt endughE
R wu..et obalfo intd the Fa.. near her heac, osra“ing cuotE qhe 

TinlheoE
’daJuin griso her arb tighter, anlhdring herE
KRiohaE ;reatheE' Nio vdile io la.b, unFaveringE K:e neec td 

bdveE'
qhe ware.“ hearo hibE
Ner wreath ldbeo raggec, oha..dFE
’daJuin cdeonMt .et gdE KS FdnMt .et an“thing hassen td “duE'
yhe Fdrco lut thrdugh her mdgE
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qhe reldi.o at the srdbioeE Ne lanndt bafe that srdbioeE
StMo ekalt.“ Fhat Naooan Fdu.c have oaicE
;ut Naooan io gdneE
KS lanMtE' yhe Fdrco mralture ao the“ .eave her .isoE Ner vdile io 

raFE KNaooanMo gdne, anc SD'
’daJuin tighteno hio gris, oteac“ ao otdneE KS cdnMt fndF “dur 

mriencE ;ut S uncerotanc “dur .dooE zdF io ndt the tibe td ma.. asartE 
zdF io the tibe td bdveE'

Rioha ohafeo her heac, tr“ing td su.. aFa“E ’daJuin cdeonMt 
re.eaoe herE

’daJuinIo CaF ohimto dnle, the Fa“ a banIo cdeo Fhen he hao 
oaic a thing od ban“ tibeo it hao Fdrn obddth anc oti.. ldoto hibE

ES Fa.fec aFa“ a.dneE S fndF Fhat “duIre larr“ingEE
Nio Fdrco otrife her lheot .ife a habber w.dFE
qdbething inoice Rioha os.intero, wut ndt intd sieleoE Snoteac, it 

mdrleo her .ungo td p.., her su.oe td oett.eE
qhe .ddfo us at ’daJuinE Ne cdeonIt w.infE !deonIt FaverE
KUdu hdndr theb w“ ourviving,' he oa“oE KzdF .etMo gdE'
Rioha oFa..dFo, harcE qhe cdeonMt Fise aFa“ her tearoE !deonMt 

sretenc the“ arenMt thereE
;ut ohe otraightenoE
zdcoE
KSMb Fith “duE'
qhe bdveo ndF, ndt Cuot welauoe ohe hao td, wut welauoe ohe 

lhddoeo tdE
yhe griem rebainoE St Fi.. a.Fa“o rebainE ;ut it nd .dnger dFno 

herE
Naooan Fdu.c ndt have heoitatecE
zeither Fi.. oheE
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yhe“ realh a ldurt“arc, Fhere guarco anc rewe.o l.aoh in a vid.ent 
prepghtE ;u..eto lheF thrdugh lrateo, rildlhet d- ldnlrete Fa..oE 
yhe guarco, arbdrec anc wetter arbec, suoh mdrFarcE

KHrag"' Hdk hur.o a grenaceE St eks.dceo, oencing obdfe anc 
ohrasne. thrdugh the airE

KHrag"' Yiser tdooeo andther, an ibsrdvioec eks.doive that cet?
dnateo Fith wruta. mdrle, oencing wdcieo osraF.ingE

Fs awdve, guarco rain wu..eto mrdb a oeldnc?Tddr wa.ldn“, 
tr“ing td sin theb cdFnE

Yiser oFingo hio balhine gun usFarc anc un.eaoheo he..E
KHdk, tafe that wa.ldn“"'
Hdk bdveo Fith .etha. srelioidn, .dwwing a grenace intd the neot 

dm ohddteroE yhe eks.doidn fndlfo theb d- their meetE yhe gunpre 
mrdb awdve gdeo oi.entE

;ut the pght ionMt dverE
R hai. dm wu..eto luto alrdoo the dsen grduncE !avic, Rhbac, 

anc (rale bafe a run mdr ldver wut ouccen.“, !avic otubw.eoE
R oniserE Ddoitidnec high dn a latFa.fE
!avic thrdFo hiboe.m wehinc a lrate ao wu..eto FhiA saot hio 

heacE Rhbac io laught in the dsen, sinnec cdFn, unaw.e td bdveE
!avic .imto hio riTe, tr“ing td pnc the oniser Fhd hao eksdoec hio 

sdoitidn w“ pringE Ne l.ever.“ wuggec dut, anc heMo dn the bdve 
td andther sdoitidnE

yhen, a oing.e gunohdt luto thrdugh the lhadoE
yhe oniser crdso, hio riTe l.attering td the grduncE
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(rale .dFero her siotd., her wreathing raggec, her arbo oteac“E
!avic w.infoE Ne .ddfo mrdb the oniserMo ldrsoe td (raleE
qhe giveo hib a oba.., ldlf“ obi.eE K(dc srdviceoE'
KRnc evicent.“ srdtelto a.odE' !avic ohafeo hio heacE KS dFe 

“duE'
(rale grinoE KUeah, “du cdE'
qhe grawo hio hanc, “anfing hib usE yhe“ osrint tdFarc the ekit, 

Rhbac l.doe wehincE
’daJuin osdto a narrdF a..e“ wehinc a otalf dm lrateoE StMo their 

weot lhanle td eolase wut itMo a gabw.eE
KSM.. l.ear the Fa“,' ’daJuin oa“oE Kqta“ l.doeE !dnMt otds mdr an“?

thingE'
Rioha ndco, thdugh her wdc“ trebw.eo Fith ekhauotidnE
’daJuin bdveo .ife a ghdot, acvanling in Juilf, ldntrd..ec 

wurotoE Ne osdto a guarc dn the wa.ldn“ awdveE Limto hio riTeE HireoE
yhe guarc lrubs.eo wemdre he lan realtE
yhe“ suoh mdrFarc, criven w“ ceoseratidnE yhe air reefo dm 

w.ddc, wurnec beta., anc mearE
Rioha otubw.eo again, her wdc“ ware.“ hd.cing tdgetherE
’daJuin latlheo her wemdre ohe ld..asoeoE
Nio gris io od.ic, lertainE Ne cdeo ndt FaverE
K:eMre a.bdot there,' he burburo, su..ing her walf td her meetE 

KUduMve gdt thioE'
Rioha ekha.eo, unoteac“ wut ceterbinecE
yhrdugh the lhado, the“ realh the a..e“ Fhere Yiser anc the 

dthero FaitE
Rhbac tafeo RiohaMo arb, urging her mdrFarcE ;ut ohe g.anleo 

walf at ’daJuin, her wreath raggec, griem sreooing cdFn dn her 
wut odbehdF .ighterE
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KUdu Fere right, ”u“a,' ohe FhioseroE KS FdnMt give usE'
’uot we“dnc ’daJuinMo ohdu.cer, Lafita Fatlheo, arbo lrdooec, a 

obirf tugging at her .isoE Ner carf e“eo g.int, ndt Fith abuoebent, 
wut Fith odbething l.doer td assrdva.E

ye.e. ndteo hdF Lafita rebaino oi.entE qhe oseafo nd sraioe 
a.ducE qhe cdeonMt neec tdE

Rioha sreooeo mdrFarcE
’daJuin ndco, oatiopec, then sivdto walf td Yiser, reac“ mdr the 

nekt suohE
yhe night air io thilf Fith obdfe anc the alric oting dm gun?

sdFcerE xks.doidno rubw.e in the ciotanle, ohafing the grdunc 
weneath their meetE

Hdk bdveo maot, feesing .dF, e“eo ldnotant.“ olanningE Yiser 
io Cuot aheac, a.ert mdr threatoE yhe sriodnero otubw.e dnFarc, 
caAec “et ceterbinecE

Lafita crimto a.dng the ohacdFo, e“eo .dlfec dn RiohaE ye.e. dw?
oerveo the truthP Rioha io bdving, wut oheMo mragi.e, he.c tdgether 
w“ oheer mdrle dm Fi..E

yhen thereMo (raleE qteac“E HdluoecE qheMo ndt bere.“ bdv?
ingO oheMo cireltingE Frging sriodnero mdrFarc, latlhing otragg.ero 
Fhen the“ ma.terE qhe cdeonMt warf drceroE qhe oibs.“ .eacoE

ye.e. oeeo hdF Lafita FaonMt ekselting thioE
Fs aheac, Hdk ouccen.“ thrdFo us a potE Snotant.“, ever“dne 

crdso .dFE
(unpre sdso thrdugh the air .ife onassing ldrcoE qhdutoE R Taoh 

dm bdvebent near the gateoE
Yiser luroeo uncer hio wreathE K;.dlfaceEE
HdkMo CaF tightenoE K:eMre lutting thrdughE'
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Ne turno, olanning the grdus, vdile l.issec anc urgentE K:e 
neec seds.e Fhd lan pghtE'

!avic griso hio Feasdn tighterE KS lanE'
(rale cdeonMt heoitateE K)e tddE'
Rhbac oFa..dFo, .ddfing tdFarc Rioha, then oJuareo hio ohdu.?

ceroE KSMb inE'
Lafita Fatlheo, anc ye.e. oenoeo her su.oe JuilfenE
yhio io itE yhe bdbent that celiceo Fhd Fi.. bafe it dutE
Rnc Fhd Fi.. ndtE

yhe watt.e io dverE
yhe night air hango heav“ Fith obdfe anc ekhauotidnE yhe srio?

dnero, ndF ourvivdro, gather in the ohacdFo dm their prot mragi.e 
taote dm mreecdbE

Rhbac ekha.eo, hanco wralec dn hio fneeo, oteac“ing hib?
oe.mE Nio e“eo crimt td Rioha, Fhd otanco a meF oteso aFa“, arbo 
lrdooec, her male a baof Fithdut eksreooidnE

Ne otraighteno anc tafeo a otes tdFarc herE KCdbe Fith beE'
Rioha w.info, laught d- guarcE K:hereG'
KDunCawE' Rhbac Fiseo oFeat mrdb hio wrdFE KSMb gding walf 

hdbeE SMve hac endugh dm thio FarE S Fant td rewui.cE qtart dverE' 
Ne heoitateoE KUdu ldu.c otart dver, tddE'

RiohaMo gaAe o.iceo saot hib, oearlhing the carfneoo ao thdugh 
oeefing a Fdr.c we“dnc a.. thio w.ddc anc obdfeE Kqtart dverG' Ner 
vdile io Juiet, Fith a writt.e ecgeE KLife ndne dm thio hassenecG'
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Rhbac ohafeo hio heacE KzdE ;ut “du cdnMt have td fees pght?
ingE'

R o.dF wreath .eaveo her lheot, Feightec Fith thingo unoaicE qhe 
cdeonMt anoFer ibbeciate.“E

qdbe Fdunco tealh ourviva. tdd Fe..E Ldng amter the“ l.doe, 
seale lan mee. bdre cangerduo than FarE 

Kyhanf “du,' ohe oa“o at .aotE K;ut S lanMtE' 
Rhbac otucieo her, then ndcoE Ne hac ekseltec thio anoFer, 

thdugh heMc a..dFec hiboe.m td hdse mdr andtherE Kyhen S hdse 
“du pnc Fhat “duMre .ddfing mdrE' 

Rioha ndco dnleE KUdu tddE'
Ne .ingero mdr andther heartweat, then oteso walfE qi.enle oet?

t.eo wetFeen thebE
Ne turno aFa“, hio sath lhdoenE Rioha Fatlheo hib gd, then 

oearlheo the ourvivdro mdr odbedne e.oeE
qhe pnco ’daJuin K”u“a' ;a“ani abdng the gatherec ourvivdroE 

yhe Juiet Hi.isind ldbbancd lhelfo hio gear, ealh bdvebent 
srelioe anc ritua.iotilE

 Rioha lrdooeo td hib anc otdso Fithin arbMo realhE :ithdut 
.ddfing us mrdb the otras he io tightening, ’daJuin oa“o, KUdu 
ohdu.c we reotingE' 

 KS cdnMt Fant td reotE' Ner vdile io prbE KS Fant td .earnE' 
’daJuin sauoeo anc .ddfo us at herE KLearn FhatG'
RiohaMo pngero Tek at her oiceoE KNdF td pghtE NdF td ourviveE 

zdt Cuot realt dr encureE' qhe oFa..dFoE KS Fant td we reac“ nekt 
tibeE'

’daJuin otucieo her male, .ddfing we“dnc the griem anc ekhauo?
tidnE :hat he pnco io reod.veE Ne ohafeo hio heacE KWnle “du otes 
intd thio .ime, “du cdnMt oibs.“ otes dut againE'
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Rioha hd.co hio gaAeE KS FaonMt s.anning tdE'
qi.enle hd.co wetFeen thebE
Rt .aot, ’daJuin giveo a oba.., reoignec ndcE
KR.. right,' he oa“oE K:e otart tdbdrrdFE'
Rioha re.eaoeo an unoteac“ wreathE yhe tenoidn in her ohdu.cero 

eaoeo w“ a mraltidnE yhio io ndt l.doure dr sealeE ;ut it io odbe?
thingE

Hdr tdnight, it io endughE
zearw“, NarCit otanco a.dne, arbo md.cec, otaring intd the carfE 

yhe watt.e hao encec, wut hio hao ndtE
yhe Farcen io oti.. dut thereE ;reathingE HreeE yhe fndF.ecge 

wurno inoice NarCitE
;“ ever“ bdrta. .dgil, NarCit ohdu.c we hunting hibE qta.fing 

hibE !riving a w.ace intd hio thrdatE St Fdu.c we eao“E NarCit hao 
cdne mar Fdroe td ben Fhd ceoervec mar .eooE

yhen RhbacMo vdile larrieo alrdoo the ldurt“arcP
KSMb gding walf td DunCaw,' Rhbac oa“oE Kyd rewui.cE'
NarCitMo CaF tightenoE Ne oa“o ndthingE Yengeanle feeso ito dFn 

rh“thb inoice hibE
Uet Fhen he .ddfo at Rhbac, he oeeo andther sdooiwi.it“P a ban 

lhddoing td wui.c rather than ceotrd“E
KDunCaw,' NarCit reseatoE yhe nabe larrieo the Feight dm hdbeO 

mrdb a ;aCFa, it larrieo tFile ao bulhE K)“ bdtherMo seds.e Fere 
;aCFaoE Wther oice dm the .ineE'

Rhbac ndcoE KDunCaw ldu.c uoe odbedne .ife “duE'
NarCit ekha.eo o.dF.“E ”i..ing the Farcen Fdu.c wring oatiomal?

tidn, serhaso even a bdbentMo sealeE ;ut it Fdu.c ndt reotdre 
hio hair, hio hdndr, dr hio seds.eE

St Fdu.c ndt uncd Fhat Fao cdneE
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Nio pngero l.doe ardunc the fnime at hio hisE Hdr the prot tibe, 
the w.ace mee.o .ighterE

Rt .aot, he beeto RhbacMo e“eoE KHineE' Nio vdile io Juiet wut 
oteac“E KSM.. gd Fith “duE'

Rhbac l.aoso NarCitMo ohdu.cerE zdthing bdre neeco td we oaicE
NarCit  ba“ never we.ieve the vid.enle io  tru.“ wehinc hibE 

Yengeanle Fi.. ldntinue td la.. mrdb the carfE
;ut mdr ndF, he turno aFa“ mrdb w.ddcE
Hdr the bdbent, that io endughE
I have watched many things in the years between that courtyard 

and this hotel. I have watched Ahmad plant mint in Punjab and teach 
his neighbor's son how to slice fruit without waste. I have watched 
Harjit carry his grief into useful work, though the grief has never left. 
I have watched Grace and David build a life on a sunlit beach in the 
Philippines, their son between them, his hands wrapped around a toy 
boat.

And I have watched Aisha.
Not every day. She did not need watching every day. What she 

needed was space, and she took it, systematically, methodically, with 
the precision of someone who has learned that the distance between 
a locked door and an open one is mostly a matter of knowing where 
to press.

She called herself The Cartographer. The name was earned. One 
hundred and -fty blackMsite camps. Japped, in-ltrated, dismantled, 
ahead of schedule, according to qoa(uin, who was -rst to say it and 
last to stop being surprised by it. She was -rst in and last out. Always.

In a safe house somewhere )I will not say whereB she sits at a table 
at three in the morning. A map. A decision that will cost someone 
something.
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I will tell you what the decision was. Not because it was the largest 
she ever made )it was notB but because it was the one that showed 
me who she had become.

There was a man. A source. He had given her the location of a camp, 
one of the smaller ones, fortyMthree prisoners, a guard rotation she 
could work with. The information was good. She had checked it three 
ways. It was good.

xut he had also given the same information to someone else. 
Someone who would sell it rather than use it. Someone whose interest 
in the camp's prisoners ended at the price they might fetch elsewhere.

Aisha had two choices. Jove on the camp immediately, before the 
other buyer could act and get the fortyMthree out. Or spend the nezt 
seventyMtwo hours -nding the buyer, neutrali:ing the transaction, and 
then move on the camp.

The -rst choice saved fortyMthree people with certainty.
The second choice might save fortyMthree people and prevent the 

same source from burning three more camps down the line.
She sat with it for eleven minutes. I counted. Then she put her -nger 

on the map" not on the camp, but on a name two cities over and said, 
without looking up"

FGet me qoa(uin.F
SeventyMtwo hours later, all fortyMthree were out. The buyer was not 

a problem anymore. The source gave her two more camps before the 
year was done.

She was right. She was almost always right.
What I noted, what I -led, under the heading I reserve for things that 

do not -t my ezisting categories. That was not the decision. It was the 
eleven minutes. The sitting with it. The willingness to let fortyMthree 
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people remain in danger for seventyMtwo hours because she could see 
further down the road than the immediate rescue.

Hassan would not have waited eleven minutes.
Aisha knew that. I could see her knowing it. And she waited anyway.
That is not coldness. I have seen coldness. This was something 

else" the discipline of someone who has learned that love, deployed 
without strategy, saves fewer people than love deployed with it.

She learned that in a prison cell. Erom a bowl of soup.
xy this point she had -lled eleven notebooks. She kept them in a waM

terproof case that traveled with her everywhere, into camps, across 
borders, through checkpoints where everything else was searched 
and sometimes taken. The notebooks were never taken. I do not know 
if that was luck or something else. I have stopped trying to determine 
the diYerence. 6ven in qehovah's economy, a few things occur by 
chance.

The eleventh notebook was not full yet. She wrote in it less fre(uentM
ly than she once had, not because she had less to say, but because 
she had learned to say it diYerently.

There was also a letter. One page, handwritten, copied out in her 
own hand each time she gave one away. She had written perhaps 
two hundred copies over the years, distributed to people who moved 
through the world in ways she could not" aid workers, resettlement 
coordinators, teachers in schools that served children who had been 
displaced or adopted or simply lost from the records that should 
have held them. The letter did not ask for anything. It said only" if 
you encounter a young woman of approzimately this age, from apM
prozimately this background, who may have (uestions about where 
she came from, give her this. And it contained a way to reach Aisha. 
Nothing more.
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She had received three responses over the years. None of them were 
her daughter.

She had sent the letter out again after each one.
I asked her once, not aloud, but in the way Watchers sometimes ask, 

pressing a thought gently against the edge of someone's awareness, 
whether she was afraid her daughter would not want to be found.

She did not answer immediately. She was refolding a map.
Then" FIt doesn't matter what she wants to do with it. It matters that 

she has the choice.F
That was the whole of her theology. Twenty years, two hundred 

letters, eleven notebooks. Not a demand. Not even a hope, ezactly. 
A door, held open. The rest belonged to her daughter.

She still writes in the notebook. Not every day. xut often enough.
The last entry I read over her shoulder" I am not supposed to do 

this, but I am old and my vices are few. It began like this"
7ou are twenty years old now, or close to it. I do not know your 

birthday. I do not know your name. I know only that you ezist, and 
that knowing has been enough to keep me moving through every door 
I could -nd. I have not found the right one yet. xut I am still looking. 
I will not stop.

She closed the notebook. She did not look up. She already knew I 
was there.

She said nothing. Neither did I.
That is often enough.



Bright Lights

T wo decades after Rosocova Prison closed, a banner uhtters 
ohtside tpe okhlent PolievHova gotel, wpicp in anotper aIe 

was tpe Rosocova &nn C éaf:A
The First Gathering of Strangers.
y title drikkinI witp iron.F Dor no one pere is trhl. a stranIer to 

bloodF
mown tpe Sain road, tpe Iolden doSe of Naint Micpolas spines 

in tpe distanceF Tpe cphrcp pad been coSkletel. rebhilt after tpe 
krison below was deSolisped and Blled inF

ghSans call tpis kroIressF & call it a tpin coat of kaint over rhstF
Tpe new IovernSent of -ondansH calls toniIpt aSnest.F Tpe 

decree was siSkleA stand before witnesses, confess wpat .oh did 
in tpe darH .ears, and walH oht cleanF Reconciliation, tpe. naSed 
itF Mational hniBcationF & watcped tpe drafters arIhe kast SidniIpt 
over ever. clahse, and & can attest tpat tpe. believed in itF Nincerit. 
is rarer tpan phSans shkkoseF & do not rekort it liIptl.F

'ht a decree is onl. as faitpfhl as tpe pands tpat carr. itF NoSej
wpere between tpe siIninI and tpis ballrooS, otper pands tooH 
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pold of tpe niIptF Tpe invitations went oht hnder tpe Iovernj
Sent’s sealF Tpe Ihest list did notF

Tpe world now hrIes hnit., even for tpose wpo once wielded 
kower in tpe darHF & pave watcped San. shcp Iesthres across 
centhriesA soSetiSes sincere, soSetiSes Sere tpeaterF ToniIpt 
will krove to be botp, wpicp is tpe Sost danIerohs HindF

&n khrshit of tpat loft. Ioal, wardens, IovernSent oJcials, 
Ihards, and krisoners pave Iatpered to confront tpe kast and, 
kerpaks, to SaHe aSendsF NoSe caSe to forIiveF NoSe caSe 
becahse forIiveness was kroSisedF y kroSise of forIiveness is 
tpe shrest bait for Sen wpo cannot forIive tpeSselvesF

yt  a  Sodest  caf:  table  sits  an  older  IentleSan in  a  chsj
toSjSade ivor. Sopair shit and a kearljIra. 'orsalino fedoraF 
gis leIs are crossed, one kolisped spoe HeekinI rp.tpS witp tpe 
conversation across froS piSF Tpe IentleSan is ypSad 'aEwaF 
Dor a .ear, pe cpased wpiskers, false naSes, and bhried recordsF 
Tpen tpe new IovernSent, eaIer to peal a divided nation, oqered 
aSnest. and delivered wpat violence never padA a Sanxs location 
and a sanctioned ahdience, eSbossed in oJcial krintF ToniIpt, 
ypSad is not a detectiveF Mot a bohnt. phnterF zhst a San in a 
Bne shit, waitinI for a San in a borrowed oneF

TiSe pas strikked tpeS botp of wpat tpe. wereF TiSe does tpatF 
Wven to anIelsF

Tpe woSan beside piS is yispa, now a fearless advocate for tpe 
iSkrisonedF 'eside per sits zoa"hin, per coSrade, friend, lover, 
and steadfast all.F Tpe. talH tpe wa. keokle talH wpen tpe. pave 
bled toIetperA easil., and aboht ever.tpinI e?cekt tpe bloodF

'eneatp kolite words, Irief siSSers, eskeciall. for ypSad, 
wpose son’s naSe sits hnskoHen between ever. breatpF
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 & feel tpe weiIpt of tpat naSe hkon tpeS, panIinI liHe a silent 
kra.erF

ypSad’s  IaGe  lifts  to  tpe  doorwa.F  ge raises  pis  Ilass  of 
skarHlinI sarsakarillaF y "hiet toastF y siInalF y recHoninI .et to 
coSeF

Lpen -edved arrives late, tpreadinI between tables witp tpe 
cahtion of a San wpo distrhsts tpe fhrnithre, tpeir spared pistor. 
arrives witp piS, kressinI aIainst tpe fraIile keace of tpe SoSent 
liHe a blade speatped bht not forIottenF ge pas coSe for tpe 
aSnest.F ge pas coSe to confess and be wasped clean, becahse 
tpe seal on pis invitation was real and tpe kroSise hnderneatp it 
was notF

ge does not Hnow tpe ledIer pas cpanIed pandsF
YypSad* yispa*Y 
YKood to see .oh, -edved,Y ypSad sa.s, voice warS bht Seaj

shredF
Tpe San e?pales sparkl.F Yéall Se -iHpail nowFY gis IaGe uicHj

ers between faSiliar faces, recoInition swiSSinI alonIside disj
coSfort, and soSetpinI darHer & cannot "hite naSeF

Ygello, -edvedF &’S Ehst leavinIFY yispa stands, kressinI a Hiss to 
ypSad’s cpeeHA liIpt, deliberateF y Iesthre tpat skeaHs volhSesF 
ghSans can sa. Shcp witpoht wordsF

Tpe San beside yispa straiIptens, e?tendinI pis pand to ypj
SadF

ypSad clasks it BrSl., pis otper pand kressinI down, ancpored 
on zoa"hin’s spohlderF YTpanH .oh, zoa"hin, for all tpat .oh’ve 
doneFY

zoa"hin diks pis pead in "hiet acHnowledISentF YTrhtpfhll., it 
was yispaF Npe didn’t Ehst pelk free keokleA spe klanned itF Tpe 
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'lacH 'riIade pad hs losinI Irohnd, and spe cpanIed tpe IaSeF 
Le called per Tpe éartoIrakper, becahse spe Sakked ever. 
weaHness in tpe s.steS and tpen walHed hs tprohIp tpe IaksFY

ge Ilances at per, and pis voice droks below adSiration, into 
soSetpinI closer to aweF YDirst one inF Oast one ohtFY

yrohnd tpe table, an older San yispa never freed lowers pis 
e.es wpen per naSe is skoHenF ge does not need tellinI wpo spe 
isF Mone of tpeS doF

YNpe pas Iifts,Y zoa"hin sa.sF
YUes,Y ypSad aIreesF YNpe doesF Lpat are .oh two doinI now, 

since tpe war eqorts are beinI pandled b. tpe President’s new 
Kreen 'riIade*Y

yispa wikes a tear froS per e.eF YLe want to raise a faSil.F 
Tpere are so San. cpildren witpoht a poSe or an.one to care for 
tpeSFY

zoa"hin nods, pis pand restinI liIptl. on tpe sSall of yispa’s 
bacH, a silent conBrSation of spared khrkoseF

Tpen, tpe SoSent tiIptensF yispa e?pales, per fochs sparkenj
inI liHe a bladeF YLe need to IoF Tpere are circles tpat still need 
weakons and pelk IettinI orIaniGedFY

yispa and zoa"hin e?cpanIe a looH, tpen Selt into tpe crowdF 
Tpe. do not leave tpe potelF Tpe. onl. leave ypSad’s tableF Tpeir 
kresence linIers, liHe tpe last note of a p.Sn fadinI into silenceF

ypSad Iesthres for -iHpail to sit, tpen siInals a nearb. waitj
ressF

ylice Soves silentl. aSonI tables, per red naSe taI IlintinI 
hnder soft liIptF Npe is a Sinor note in tpe Shsic of tpe rooS, bht 
soSetiSes even sSall notes carr. tpe Selod.F & SaHe a Sental 
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note to watcp per closerF ghSans liHe per often becoSe fhlcrhSs 
of fateF

'ecahse beneatp tpe shrface, soSetpinI else siSSersF
Tpis is no Sere rehnionF
ypSad nods, settinI pis chk down slowl., foldinI pis pands in 

pis lakF

!!!

Yy last drinH before we IoFY
-iHpail arcpes an e.ebrowF YUoh* mrinHinI*Y y sSirH thIs at pis 

liks, aShsed b. tpe tpohIpt of tpis San of faitp raisinI a IlassF
ghSans often e?kect faitp to erase all phSan pabitsF Tpe. 

forIet even tpe faitpfhl tpirstF
YNkarHlinI sarsakarilla,Y ypSad rekliesF Y&t is not alcopol, so it is 

not paraSF ynd tpat’s wpat & liHeFY ge lets tpe silence stretcp Ehst 
lonI enohIp before addinI, Yynd .oh* ;vas*Y

Y&’ll pave vodHa,Y -iHpail sa.sF YLitp wpatever GaHhsHi tpe. paveF 
PicHles, Sa.beFY

YW?cellentFY ypSad nods toward tpe waitress and raises a pand 
as a cohIp rattles pis cpestA dr., kersistent, tpe Hind a San learns 
to pide wpen pe pas decided it is nobod. else’s bhsinessF

Ygow’s life been since tpe release*Y
Y&’ve SanaIed,Y -iHpail sa.sF YTpe Mov.. ;aGaHs tooH nearl. 

ever.tpinI, bht tpe. overlooHed S. uower spok bacH in RhssiaFY
y uower spokF Tpe s.SSetr. is alSost beahtifhlF y San wpo 

once oversaw darHness, now tendinI ketalsF
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Y& lost S. son,Y ypSad reklies, SatterjofjfactF Tpe two Sen sit 
in silence as ypSad taHes a Seashred sik of tpe reSnants of pis 
teaF

&n tpat kahse, & feel tpe absence in ypSad liHe a pollow rinIinI 
tprohIp IlassF

YUoh were pard to BndFY ypSad swirls pis drinH, watcpinI 
-iHpail over tpe riSF Yyle?ei said .oh’d coSe bacHFY

-iHpail’s brow fhrrowsF Y& paven’t skoHen to yle?ei in .earsFY gis 
voice faltersF Tpe naSe stirs soSetpinI bhried, an old darHness 
spiftinI hnder newer scarsF gis BnIers IraGe tpe riS of pis Ilass, 
a Iesthre alSost invisible, bht to Se, it skeaHs volhSes of fearF

Tpe air tpicHens, tpohIp no wind SovesF éandleliIpt uicHers 
across tpeir table, castinI spiftinI kools of Iold and spadowF & 
sense tpe khll of soSetpinI invisible IatperinI between tpeS, liHe 
a bowstrinI drawn tiIptF

YypSad,Y -iHpail sa.s, forcinI a cphcHle tpat dies on pis liksF 
YLpen .oh sa. ’last drinH,’ it sohnds BnalF Uoh’re not sicH, are 
.oh*Y

ypSad doesn’t answer iSSediatel.F &nstead, pe reacpes into 
pis kocHet, witpdrawinI a sSall clotpF 

ge taHes pis tiSe, Setpodicall. wikinI pis Ilasses, sSootpinI 
awa. a skot tpat SiIpt not even e?istF Wacp "hiet SoveSent 
stretcpes tpe silence a little fhrtperF

Tpen a faint sSile Iposts across pis liks, a sSile phSans SiIpt 
SistaHe for HindnessF 'ht & Hnow pow anIels sSile wpen weiIpinI 
sohlsF

Y& akkreciate .ohr concern,Y ypSad sa.s at last, slidinI pis 
Ilasses bacH into klaceF gis e.es, cool and clear bepind tpe tpin 
lenses, pold -iHpail as BrSl. as SanaclesF
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-iHpail spifts in pis cpair, too "hicHl.F Tpe seat tpat SoSents 
aIo seeSed soft and worn now feels liHe a narrow caIe kressinI 
into pis ribsF Tpe walls pave not SovedF 'ht to piS, tpe entire 
rooS pas sprhnHF

ghSans Seashre tiSe in SinhtesF & Seashre it in tpe skace 
between breatps liHe tpeseF

Tpe conversation hnfolds in la.ers, eacp word klaced witp krej
cision, eacp kahse a paSSer striHinI tpe anvil of SeSor.F Tij
tles pave vanispedF RanHs pave dissolvedF 'ht SeSor. reSainsF 
-eSor. decides wpo polds He.s, and wpo reSains locHed bepind 
tpeSF

yrohnd tpeS, tpe IatperinI phSsA a Ientle ShrShr of korcej
lain and Ilass, silverware clinHinI, low conversationsF 'ht hnder it 
all rhns anotper chrrent, darHer and katientF y waitinIF

-iHpail straiIptens, BIptinI to slow pis breatpF ge tells piSself 
tpis is onl. dinnerF y parSless SeetinIF 'ht tpe trhtp clinIs to pis 
sHin liHe sweatF gis HnhcHles blancp arohnd tpe IlassF

yrohnd tpeS, keokle kassA forSer krisoners, forSer Ihards, 
tpose wpo wore kower liHe a hniforS and tpose wpo wore its 
brhisesF Wacp carries a krivate storS bepind kolite facesF -iHpail 
feels tpe shbtle Iravit. khllinI at tpe rooS, a tide iSkossible to 
resistF

ge tells piSself tpe kast can be left bepindF Tpat words can 
sSootp tpe EaIIed stones of pistor.F

&t’s a lie phSans often tell tpeSselvesF &t rarel. worHsF
ypSad leans forward, voice soft as a blade slidinI froS its 

speatpF Tpis is tpe real khrkose of tpeir rehnionA a recHoninI 
twent. .ears in tpe SaHinIF
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Tpe waitress akkroacpesF yliceF ger red naSe taI catcpes tpe 
candleliIpt, a shdden uicHer of criSsonF Two Iold stars IleaS 
on per collarF ger kresence seeSs sSall, parSless, bht even tpe 
sSallest kawns can tilt tpe boardF

YTpe.’re waitinI for .oh,Y spe sa.sF
ypSad Iives a sinIle, deliberate nodF YTpe rooS*Y
ylice rethrns it, Ehst as SeashredF
YKoodF Oet’s taHe ohr drinHsFY ypSad e?pales, voice drokkinI 

lowerF YTpe sohk is read.FY
!!!

YLpere are we IoinI*Y Tpere’s no shskicion in -iHpail’s voiceF 
Vnl. tpe poke of an ordinar. answerF

Ymownstairs,Y ypSad sa.sF YUoh Hnow itF y few uoors below 
wpere .oh and yle?ei hsed to SeetFY

Tpe wa. pe sa.s it palts -iHpail SidjbreatpF
y SoSentar. dela., liHe a San reacpinI for a door pandle onl. 

to discover it’s been locHed froS tpe insideF
YTpe &nn and éaf: are reSodeled nowF &t’s a ballrooS,Y ypSad 

continhes, pis tone alSost cashalF YToniIpt, tpere’s foodF mrinHsF 
WntertainSentFY

ge kahses, Ehst lonI enohIp for tpe silence to seek inF
YTpe cpildren are in anotper rooSF NweetsF y clown to Heek 

tpeS bhs.FY
-iHpail doesn’t asH wpat tpe cpildren need distractinI froSF
Tpe. descend a stairwell peav. witp velvet draker. and ecpoes 

of lahIpter tpat never "hite reacpes tpe bottoSF
Lpen tpe. eSerIe into tpe ballrooS, candleliIpt uicHers over 

kolisped silverF yt tpe lonI dininI table, naSe cards IleaS liHe 



SOUP 193

fate alread. writtenF &t’s all been arranIed, down to tpe last 
breatpF

ypSad siks pis drinH, e.es watcpfhlF YUoh Sentioned a faSil.F 
mo .oh pave cpildren*Y

'efore -iHpail can answer, two towerinI Sen in red thrbans 
stek into klace bepind pis cpair, silent as spadows carved froS 
stoneF

-iHpail tensesF YLpo are tpe.* Lp. are tpe. pere*Y
ypSad swirls pis drinH, slow and kreciseF YRela?,Y pe ShrShrsF 

Yyll in tiSeFY
ghSans Sishnderstand shcp IesthresF Tpe. tpinH swirlinI a 

Ilass is onl. for tasteF Tpe. forIet pow kower lives in tpe skace 
between wordsF

ypSad watcpes -iHpail across tpe riS of pis Ilass, not Serel. 
looHinI at piS, bht SeashrinI piS, as one SiIpt weiIp a sohl on 
hnseen scalesF

YUoh wonder wp. we’re trhl. pere toniIpt*Y ypSad’s voice sta.s 
soft, .et it claiSs tpe skace arohnd tpeSF YLp. tpis IatperinI 
after all tpese .ears*Y

ge sets pis Ilass down sohndlessl.F Tpe candleliIpt fracthres 
in tpe kolisped table, scatterinI a tpohsand tin. reuections liHe 
starsF

YWssence reSeSbers,Y ypSad continhesF Y&t seeHs balance, Bllj
inI voids left b. inEhstice and crhelt., even tpe ones we kretend 
we’ve forIottenFY

y kahseF Mot lonI, bht enohIp for tpe words to settle into 
-iHpail’s cpest liHe stoneF

YToniIpt, Wssence’s will is clearFY



J. P. SAN194

ypSad leans closer, eacp word delivered witp a care tpat carries 
its own tpreatF

Y&t deSands a recHoninIFY
ge thrns to tpe NiHp soldiers, wpo wait witp stillness deeker 

tpan silenceF Lpen ypSad skeaHs in low, uhid @rdh, tpe s.llables 
rikkle ohtward, la.erinI tpe air witp SeaninI be.ond lanIhaIeF 
Tpe soldiers reSain hnSovinI, .et tpeir kresence tpicHens hntil 
it seeSs even tpe spadows kress inwardF

ypSad’s  IaGe  uicHs  bacH  to  -iHpail,  e.es  htterl.  witpoht 
warStpF

YOet’s Ehst sa.,Y ypSad sa., voice drokkinI to a nearjwpiskerF 
YUoh SiIpt need tpeS toniIptFY

-iHpail  scans tpe ballrooSF ge sees now tpat ever. table 
Sirrors tpe saSe tableahA Sen uanHed b. silent watcpersF Mo 
weakons visibleF ynd .et tpe air vibrates witp soSetpinI wohnd 
tiIpt and waitinI, a tpread khlled taht lonI before toniIptF

ge spifts in pis cpair, tr.inI to escake tpe tiIpteninI snareF y 
server akkroacpes "hietl., settinI down pot tea and a bottle of 
MeSiroqF TpohIp tpe rooS is still, tpe tea rikkles in its chk, as if 
soSe invisible treSor rhns tprohIp tpe uoorF

y bead of sweat traces down -iHpail’s teSkleF ge doesn’t raise 
pis pand to wike it awa.F

-iHpail’s voice eSerIes in a wpiskerF YLpat’s IoinI on pere*Y
ypSad sSiles, not crhel, not HindF -erel. inevitableF ge e?j

pales, pis words hnphrriedF
YLe waitFY
y breatpF y Ilint of candleliIpt on steel chtler.F
YLe talHFY
Ntillness Iatpers in tpe skaces between peartbeatsF
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ypSad lifts pis Ilass, slowl., deliberatel.F
YNoon,Y pe ShrShrs, alSost as an aftertpohIptF YLe’ll toast to 

-ondansH NohkFY
'efore -iHpail can skeaH, ypSad raises pis pandF y crisk snak 

ecpoes, and a skotliIpt bhrsts into brilliance over -iHpailF y secj
ond later, liIpts blossoS arohnd tpe rooS in kerfect circles, rej
vealinI faces once pidden in IlooSF

-iHpail uincpes, spieldinI pis e.es froS tpe IlareF
ypSad’s voice slices tprohIp tpe phsp witp kolite Bnalit.F YW?j

chse Se,Y pe sa.s, pis IaGe locHed and stead.F YVhr Ihests pave 
arrivedFY

YLpo* Lpo* Lpo’s pere*Y -iHpail staSSers, twistinI in pis 
cpairF

Two Sen stek forward, SovinI tprohIp tpe karted crowd to Eoin 
tpe tableF & recoIniGed tpe Brst one iSSediatel., tpe Seashred 
stride, tpe econoS. of SoveSent, tpe kartichlar calS of a San 
wpo pad once led si? krisoners tprohIp a bhrninI coSkohnd and 
cposen to Iet tpeS ohtF Do?F Oisits.n, in tpe life before tpatF

YOisits.n, Iood to see .oh,Y -iHpail sa.s, relief breaHinI across 
pis faceF y brief eSbraceF Y& paven’t seen .oh since tpe. released 
hsF Lpo’s .ohr friend*Y

YUoh don’t reSeSber piS*Y ypSad’s voice reSains soft, bht pis 
e.es Ilint liHe Ilass catcpinI BreliIptF

-iHpail pesitatesF YMo, spohld &*Y
YUoh SiIpt not, bht .oh spohld,Y ypSad sa.sF YTpis is garEitF ge 

was one of tpe caktivesFY
-iHpail tries for a sSile, bht pis discoSfort bleeds tprohIpF 

YgarEit* Mo, & don’t reSeSberFY
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Tpe waitress Blls garEit’s Ilass witp vodHaF ger Sotions are calS, 
eJcient, as tpohIp none of tpis were pakkeninIF

garEit leans forward, pis broad spohlders bendinI tpe liIpt 
arohnd piSF gis BnIers drhS tpe Ilass’s riS, a rp.tpS Seant to 
calS fhr., bht it failsF

Y& Hnow wpat .oh didFY
-iHpail stiqensF YLpat are .oh talHinI aboht*Y
garEit’s BnIers tiIpten hntil pis HnhcHles stand oht kaleF gis 

voice reSains evenF Y& will tell ever.oneF &’ve alread. told tpe 
wardenFY

-iHpail’s breatp pitcpesF YTpis Ih.’s delhsionalF & don’t pave a 
clhe wpat pe’s talHinI abohtFY

ypSad raises one pandF &nstantl., garEit stillsF
YPatience, garEit,Y ypSad ShrShrsF Yyll in Iood tiSeFY
-iHpail swallows, pis tproat bobbinI visibl.F y speen of sweat 

Ilistens at pis pairlineF YTpat was .ears aIoAY gis voice breaHs on 
tpe last wordF

Tpen, an interrhktionF
y woSan strides in, per draIonjscale boots striHinI tpe uoor in 

spark, deliberate cadenceF éonversation dies in per waHeF -ovej
Sent slows, as if even tiSe itself pesitates to let per kassF

Npe weaves aSonI tpe Ihests, kahsinI to ShrShr brief words 
tpat freeGe Sen Sidjstek, SidjbreatpF Lpen spe reacpes ypSad, 
pe reSains htterl. still, pis tpohIpts pidden bepind tpe faintest 
narrowinI of pis e.esF

Npe lifts a pand over -iHpail’s peadF ger voice is ice and ironF
YReveal .ohrselfF ReSeSberFY
Litpoht breaHinI e.e contact, spe kresses a sliS card into 

garEit’s kalSF YTell yispa to Seet Se at tpe barFY
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Tpen spe thrns awa., per steks crisk, and tpe rooS breatpes 
aIainF éonversations reshSeF Klasses clinHF 'ht tpe air is peavier, 
as tpohIp tpe Iravit. of tpe world pas shbtl. spiftedF

ypSad spaHes pis pead, pis voice low bht certainF Y'ear, do .oh 
reSeSber*Y

-iHpail, 'ear, sprhIs, tpohIp hnease crawls across pis faceF 
YReall.* Lpat e?actl. did .oh pear*Y

Y& peard .oh talH aboht gassan’s e?echtion,Y garEit sa.sF
'ear BdIets, pis voice treSblinIF YUes, it was traIicF ynd now tpe 

Mov.. ;aGaHs spht tpe krison downFY
Tpe phsp tpat follows is spark and absolhteF
!!!
y wpeelcpair rolls forward froS tpe spadows, khsped b. hnj

seen pandsF Tpe phsp deekens as soft wpeels Ilide over kolisped 
Sarble, a sohnd Ientle as silH, carr.inI tpe weiIpt of a verdict 
alread. renderedF

yle?ei eSerIes, slhSked in tpe seat, pis oncejiSkosinI fraSe 
now diSinisped, pollowed b. tiSeF gis e.es, SilH. and siIptless, 
searcp tpe skace as if SeSor. alone SiIpt Ihide piSF

-iHpail’s breatp catcpesF YLarden*Y gis voice is tpinner tpan pe 
intendsF Y&s tpat .oh*Y

yle?ei tilts pis pead toward tpe voice, pis liks chrlinI into soSej
tpinI between a sneer and a fadinI ecpo of coSSandF

YNohk didn’t save gassan,Y pe ShrShrsF
y kahse followsA a sinIle breatp, stretcped tpin as a bladeF
Yynd it won’t save .oh eitperFY
& noted itF ge was not wronI, and pe Hnew itF Tpat was tpe worst 

of itA a blind old San in a wpeelcpair, and still tpe Sost krecise 
kerson in tpe rooSF
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-iHpail spaHes pis pead, voice cracHinIF Yyle?ei, & did notpinI to 
.ohF Le were friendsFY

yle?ei’s frown deekens, tpe lines arohnd pis Sohtp carvinI 
deekerF gis voice thrns brittleF YLe are not friendsF Uoh deBled 
perF ynd tpe otpersFY

'ear, -iHpail, staSSers, deskeration clawinI at pis wordsF 
Yyle?ei, .oh said to e?echte tpeS allF &, & wanted soSe fhnFY

yle?ei’s face tiIptens, Irief and fhr. BIptinI for doSinanceF gis 
frail pand rises, a treSblinI Ihn clhtcped in sHeletal BnIers, .et 
tpe barrel sta.s stead. as an iron lawF

Y& Hilled tpe wronI San,Y yle?ei wpiskersF Y& Shst SaHe it riIptFY
NoSewpere hnseen, a sonI stirsA a Rhssian folH thne soft and 

Sohrnfhl, driftinI liHe sSoHe tprohIp tpe cavernohs ballrooSF
YV., -oroG, -oroG,Y
Vp, frost, don’t freeGe Se or S. porseF
& pave a wifeB spe is ver. EealohsF
Npe waits for Se at poSeF
Npe is IrievinI for SeF
& aS coSinI to perF
garEit Soves witpoht pesitation, a silent decision e?echted in an 

instantF gis pands slide klastic over -iHpail’s peadF Tpe rhstle of 
kol.etp.lene sohnds iSkossibl. lohd in tpe silence tpat swallows 
tpe rooSF

-iHpail  EerHs,  pis  pands clawinI at  tpe slicH  shrface,  e.es 
bhlIinI, Sohtp okeninI in a screaS tpat never forSsF yrohnd 
piS, watcpers reSain still, eacp circle of tables cahIpt in its own 
phsp of anticikation or porrorF

yll across tpe ballrooS, otper sSall circles ecpo tpis rithal, eacp 
fate arrivinI on its own darH scpedhleF
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-iHpail’s breatp rattles aIainst tpe klasticF gis face uhspes, tpen 
darHensF gis bod. bhcHs once, twice, tpen saIs, tpe BIpt IoinI 
oht of piSF 'ht tpe rattle does not stokF &t tpins, wet and spallow, 
clinIinI to piSF ge is not deadF ge pas onl. been carried to tpe lik 
of it and peld tpereF

NoSetpinI else was kresent in tpe rooSF
& reIistered it tpe wa. & reIister tpinIs witpoht iSSediate catj

eIor.A at tpe kerikper. of attention, feedinI before & pad fhll. 
located it, Ione alSost before & cohld B? it in klaceF &t peld no forS 
& cohld readF &t cast no siInathre SatcpinI an.tpinI in tpe record & 
carr. across one phndred and si?t.jeiIpt worldsF &t was not a skirit 
of tpe klace, not a darHness drawn b. tpe violence concentrated 
in tpis rooS, not an.tpinI belonIinI to tpe ordinar. ta?onoS. 
of wpat Iatpers wpere crhelt. and Irief and lonIjdeferred Ehstice 
Seet in tpe saSe pohrF NoSetpinI else entirel.F NoSetpinI tpat 
pad arrived witp a skeciBcit. of khrkose tpat distinIhisped it 
iSSediatel. froS tpe aSbient darHness tpis bhildinI pad skent 
decades learninI to postF

&t was feedinIF
Mot on tpe deatpF Mot on tpe violence of tpe klastic or tpe Ihn 

or tpe Hirkan’s clean arcF Vn soSetpinI hnderneatp all of tpose 
tpinIsA tpe raw concentrated cparIe of tpree phndred keokle 
carr.inI twent. .ears of patred and fear and Irief into a sinIle 
rooS and releasinI it siShltaneohsl., tpe skeciBc electricit. of a 
recHoninI lonI krekared arrivinI at last, tpe enorSohs phSan 
weiIpt of it reacpinI its keaH as tpe klastic stole tpe breatp froS 
piS and tpe wpole rooS leaned, as one bod., toward tpe tpinI it 
pad Iatpered to witnessF
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Tpat cparIe, in a rooS liHe tpis, at a SoSent liHe tpis, is not 
a sSall tpinIF & pave Seashred it across centhries and & Hnow 
its diSensionsF Lpatever tpis kresence was, it Hnew tpeS tooF 
&t Soved tprohIp tpe rooS’s enerI. witp tpe fochsed krecision 
of soSetpinI e?kerienced, not conshSinI, not disrhktinI, siSkl. 
drawinI, tpe wa. a root draws waterA "hietl., coSkletel., witpoht 
disthrbinI tpe shrface above itF

& attended to it for tpe lenItp of tpree peartbeatsF
Tpen it was Ione, witpdrawinI witp tpe saSe absence of anj

nohnceSent witp wpicp it pad arrived, leavinI tpe rooS e?actl. 
as it pad been e?cekt for a "halit. & cohld not fhll. artichlateA a 
faint and krecise diSinispSent, as tpohIp tpe cparIe pad been 
redhced b. e?actl. tpe aSohnt soSetpinI pad needed and not 
one deIree SoreF NhrIicalF PracticedF Tpe worH of soSetpinI tpat 
pad done tpis before, in otper rooSs, at otper keaHs, and Hnew 
to tpe last Seashre pow Shcp it re"hiredF

& Bled it tpe wa. & Ble tpe hnnaSeableF éarefhll.F Litpoht forcinI 
an interkretationF Litp tpe skeciBc certaint., hnaccohntable bht 
reliable, tpat & wohld Hnow it aIain wpen & encohntered it elsej
wpereF

Tpe sonI kla.s on, sweet and sorrowfhlF
garEit keels tpe klastic froS -iHpail’s peadF 'reatp rhspes bacH 

in a raIIed wpookF gis cpest peavesF gis e.es streaSF yliveF garEit 
wanted piS aliveF

yle?ei’s voice rasks froS tpe wpeelcpair, soft bht letpalF Yyispa 
is SineF Mo one else pas tpe riIptFY

ge reacpes oht, kalS uatteninI aIainst -iHpail’s wet face, 
BnIers walHinI downward, readinI piS tpe wa. tpe blind read 
ever.tpinIF ge Bnds peat and daSk at tpe Eaw, tpe tproat, and 
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taHes it for tpe cpestF ge does not Hnow tpe. are tearsF ge does 
not Hnow pe is tpe reason tpe. fallF

ge sets tpe barrel wpere pis pand pas told piS tpe peart Shst 
beF y sinIle spot cracHs tprohIp tpe silence, spark as sklittinI 
iceF 'ht tpe pand liedF Tpe bhllet khncpes low, into -iHpail’s 
abdoSenF 

ge Iasks, clhtcpinI pis stoSacp, blood alread. staininI pis spirtF
y second spot followsF Tpen a tpirdF Tpe ballrooS erhktsA a 

cpaos of startled Iasks, cpairs scrakinI Sarble, spatterinI IlassF 
'ht not ever.one SovesF
garEit steks forward, calS as everF DroS pis waistband pe draws 

a revolver, tpohIp pe thcHs it bacH before hsinI itF &nstead, tpe 
Hirkan IleaSs silver in pis IrikF

y swift, kracticed arc of steel slices across -iHpail’s tproatF
'lood skills in a criSson wasp, drencpinI Sarble tilesF -iHpail 

collaksesF gis Bnal breatp leaves piS sohndlessl.F
The old man believed it was his bullet that did the work. I did not 

correct him. He has spent a long life in misdeeds, and I confess I do 
not understand why he was permitted to keep drawing breath this 
long, while better men were carried out of this place in bags. But I am 
not given the ledger. I only read what is set before me. And what is set 
before me now is this: his own reckoning waits nearer than he knows. 
Sooner than the soup. Sooner than he could fear, but he doesn't. He 
should.

&n tpe phsp tpat follows, garEit Ientl. Ihides yle?ei’s wpeelcpair 
toward ynecpHa’s tableF y few scattered sobs rise froS tpe rooS, 
SinIled witp wpiskers of akkrovalF 'ht Sostl. tpere is silence, a 
phsp deek enohIp to feel sacredF
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yle?ei reacpes for pis lover’s pandA tpe pand of an old San now, 
spriveled at tpe HnhcHles, coarse veins raised beneatp sHin Sotj
tled witp tpe kartichlar SarHinIs of a life lived witpoht akoloI.F ge 
reacpes witpoht looHinIF ge does not need to looHF Npe is alwa.s 
tpereF

ynecpHa taHes itF
Mot froS pabitF Mot froS dht.F DroS tpe kartichlar HnowledIe 

of soSeone wpo pas spared enohIp of a life witp anotper kerson 
tpat tpeir silences pave becoSe a lanIhaIe Sore krecise tpan 
wordsF Npe feels tpe treSor in pis IrikA not weaHness, bht releaseF 
NoSetpinI lonI coSkressed, Bnall. e?paledF Tpe patred pe pas 
carried for twent. .ears pas fohnd its obEect and skent itselfF Lpat 
reSains is older and "hieter tpan patredF

Npe does not looH at pis face eitperF Npe looHs at tpeir pands, pis 
ancient and SarHed, pers no lonIer .ohnI, and allows perself, for 
Ehst tpis SoSent, to acHnowledIe wpat tpe. pave been to eacp 
otperF Mot lovers onl.F Mot kartners in tpe clinical senseF NoSej
tpinI parder to naSe and tperefore Sore realF Two keokle wpo 
cpose eacp otper across decades of cpoices tpat cost ever.tpinI 
elseF

Tpe loss of yispa still lives in piSF Npe can feel it in tpe wa. pe 
polds onA too tiIptl., tpe wa. pe alwa.s pas wpen soSetpinI pas 
alread. slikked awa.F Tpat kain will not discparIe toniIptF &t never 
willF

'ht soSetpinI else pasF
Mo e?klanation kasses between tpeSF Mone is neededF Mone 

wohld pelkF
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Mearb., on a table skecHled witp spattered Ilass and coolinI 
candle wa?, a sinIle kpotoIrakp leans aIainst a cr.stal salt spaHj
erF

yn  old  caSera  spotA  mavid,  Krace,  and  tpeir  son,  cahIpt 
SidjlahIpter on a shnlit beacp in tpe PpilikkinesF PalS trees swa. 
in tpe Iolden paGe bepind tpeSF Tpe bo. sits between pis karents, 
tin. pands wrakked arohnd a to. boatF

Tpe kpoto stands hntohcped aSid blood and bhllet casinIsF 
ynd soSepow, in tpat sSall rectanIle of color, it skeaHs lohder 
tpan an. cpaos arohnd itF

!!!

yispa tenses before spe even sees garEit akkroacpF
Tpe enerI. in tpe rooS pas spiftedA an hnskoHen rikkle SovinI 

tprohIp tpe crowd, as if skace itself is bendinI arohnd soSetpinI 
hnseenF

garEit steks beside per, stead. as ever, bht tpere’s soSetpinI 
diqerent tpis tiSeA an invisible weiIpt ridinI Ehst bepind pis voiceF

Litpoht a word, pe slides a klain wpite bhsiness card into per 
kalSF

WSbossed letters kress into per BnIertiksA
OaHitaA -aster éontrollerF
yispa’s breatp stillsF
Mot fearF Mot recoInitionF
NoSetpinI between tpeSA a beIinninI spe nearl. SissedF
garEit leans in, voice lowF YNpe’s at tpe barFY
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YLitp KraceFY
yispa thrns per peadF
OaHita stands at tpe edIe, hnnoticed b. Sost, hnSistaHable to 

perF
Npe isn’t watcpinI yispaF
Npe’s waitinIF
yispa doesn’t Sove riIpt awa.F
Tpe card in per pand feels peavier tpan kakerF
OiHe a He.F
Vr a SirrorF
Npe inpales, tpen steks forwardF
Tpe crowd spifts hnconsciohsl., kartinIF
Wacp footstek is a releaseF
Wacp breatp, a "hiet recHoninIF
Krace stands beside OaHita, per e?kression still, lhSinohsF
'arefootF Krohnded and hnbohndF
yispa slows onl. onceF OooHs between tpeSF
Tpen spe steks into tpe skace betweenF
Npe reacpes for Krace’s pand, IrikkinI it, solid and realF
OaHita wraks per arSs arohnd tpeS botpF
ynd tpat’s wpen yispa e?palesF
Mot in shrrenderF
&n accektanceF
Mot as victiSF
Mot as soldierF
ys kart of tpe orderF
NoSetpinI spifted at tpe edIe of tpe rooSA not lohd, not anj

nohnced, tpe wa. Cictoria never annohnced perselfF yispa felt it 
before spe saw itF y kresence tpat did not kress or deSand bht 
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siSkl. was, tpe wa. certain tpinIs are siSkl. trheF Npe pad felt 
kresences beforeA OaHita’s Ireen spiSSer, Telel’s ancient cpillF 
'ht tpis was diqerentF LarSerF Patient in a wa. tpat pad notpinI 
to do witp waitinIF

Npe thrned per pead sliIptl.F Tpen spe HnewF
Npe stekked bacH froS tpe eSbraceF Vne pand went to tpe baI 

at per sideA tpe saSe baI spe pad carried oht of Rosocova, oht 
of tpe krison, tprohIp twent. .ears of safe pohses and shkkl. 
rohtes and disSantled caSksF Npe reacped in and tooH oht tpe 
notebooHF

&t was not Shcp to looH atF Tpe cover was worn soft at tpe 
cornersF Tpe kaIes pad swelled sliIptl. witp aIe and pandlinIF

Npe peld it for a SoSentF Tpen spe thrned to CictoriaF
Y& need .oh to Bnd soSeone,Y spe saidF ger voice was stead.F 

YNpe is akkro?iSatel. twent. .ears oldF & do not Hnow per naSeF 
& do not Hnow wpere spe isF & Hnow onl. tpat spe e?istsFY

Npe peld oht tpe notebooHF
YLpen .oh Bnd per, Iive per tpisF mon’t read itF &t isn’t for .ohFY
Trhtp be told, we all Hnew wpat it saidF Le are éontrollers after 

allF
y kahseF ylSost a sSileF
Y&t isn’t for Se eitper, an.SoreFY
Cictoria tooH itF Npe did not oken itF Npe siSkl. peld it witp tpe 

care of soSeone wpo hnderstood e?actl. wpat spe was poldinI 
witpoht needinI to be toldF

Tpe doI satF
yispa e?paled, fhll., Bnall., and thrned bacH to tpe rooSF
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Dar in tpe bacH, tr.inI not to be seen, sits S. lead investiIatorF 
Ntill in tpe mhcH. TjspirtF 'riIpt red swiS sportsF NnorHel Iear, tooF 
Lp.* Mo one ever reall. HnowsF

ge’s eatinI sohkF Nlowl.F gakkil.F
ge looHs ridichlohsF Vht of klaceF
ynd .et, soSepow, kerfectl. klacedF
& tpinH & Iot celestial IoosebhSks wpen it pit SeF Tpat sthkid 

tpinI pe hsed to sa.F Tpe one & lahIped oq bacH tpenA -isklaced 
tpinIs pave a wa. of thrninI into soSetpinI elseF

Y&t’s aboht tiSeAY
Tpe voice is not OaHita’sF ynotper BIhre spiSSers into viewA 

etpereal, draked in eSerald IreenF Npe Ilows, soft and vibrant, 
a Ientle radiance liIptinI tpe air arohnd perF

'eside per, a doI standsA calS, alert, faitpfhlF
y few voices call oht witp shdden warStp and deliIptA
YCictoriaAY
yispa inpales deekl.F Tpe scent of lilies linIersA soft, hnspaHenF
&t stirs soSetpinI hne?kectedF
Mot reliefF Mot victor.F
zo.F
yrohnd tpe rooS, Ilasses riseF Tpe silence is reverentF Tpe 

SoSent, tpicH witp tpe hnskoHenF
garEit lifts pis Ilass, pis voice liIptF ylSost aShsedF ylSostF
YTo sohkFY



Indiscreet Threats

Camille,
This message is classide—tios cnroeros abe on ve cnryeBe— 

snlelB on fbahma, Chaib nS ohe Cnmmiooee nr pAecial .Yaibsu
Start of Message
Enxb IwcellercB,
P -bioe on rnoiSB Bnx nS ar imAer—irg iryesoigaoinr iron ohe 

—isaAAeabarce nS a celesoial nAebaoiyeu kbelimirabB ir—icaonbs sxgJ
geso a vbeach -iohir ohe bar’s nS FehnyahUs Celesoial qnbcesu

Vroil ohis iryesoigaoinr is ma—e Axvlic, P xbge Bnx on cnr—xco a 
—iscbeeo irMxibB nS Bnxb n-ru .rB dr—irgs shnxl— ve Aasse— —iJ
becolB on :iconbia, pxAbeme Cnmmar—eb nS ohe zasoeb Cnrobnlleb 
.bme— qnbcesu

The Aaooebr nvsebye— ir znr—ars’/ nAebaoiyes —isaAAeabe—, 
celesoials ewAnse—, mnboals -eaAnri0e— agairso ohe xrseeru This 
ohbeao has veer —ncxmeroe— veSnbeu Po has reyeb AbeyinxslB veer 
cnnb—iraoe—u 

End of Message




